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Abstract 
This study explores social work in Fiji and considers how cultural identity, practice 
context, and participant worldviews interact to form understandings of practice. These 
understandings, metaphors and beliefs contribute to a construction of social work that 
reflects lived experiences of social workers in Fiji. Sixty-one social workers from the 
East, West, Central, and Northern divisions of Fiji participated in individual and 
group talanoa discussions to examine the values, knowledge and skills considered 
foundational for practice. This was also accompanied by a consideration of what 
enables purposeful social work within the Fijian practice context. These narratives 
contribute to a growing literature base that seeks to articulate non-Western 
frameworks within social work. 
 
Fiji’s colonial history, a heavy dependence on foreign aid and the influence of 
globalisation contribute to an environment where Western models of research may 
supersede or drown out efforts to integrate and bring together models of Western and 
non-Western practice. This is problematic given the divergent epistemological and 
ideological basis of individualised Western models to that of more collectivist social 
ideals espoused within Fiji. In response, this thesis contributes to the development of 
a culturally informed framework of Fijian social work practice, while recognising the 
need to be wary of any indigenous research process that seek to promote Fiji as a 
singular homogenous group. Ultimately, in the context of increasing globalisation, I 
argue that the social work profession should foster a rich and diverse understanding of 
social work practice by embracing indigenous and localised understandings of 
research and practice.
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Glossary of Fijian Terms 
 
bakola – ‘proletariat’ or commoners 
bati – warrior 
Baun – the major dialect spoken throughout 
the Fiji Islands and one of Fiji’s three official 
languages (the others being English and Fiji-
Hindi) 
bete – spiritual leader 
duavata – unity 
fale – house 
geonedau – fisherman 
i’Taukei – the major indigenous people of 
the Fiji Islands who share an ethnic identity 
I tatau – departure; to part ways 
itavi – inherent cultural obligations linked to 
one’s social role or positioning 
kainga – extended family 
kai valangi – name given to a white person, 
or ‘Westerner’ 
kerekere – ‘please’, or to borrow 
koro – village 
lewe ni vanua – meaning ‘flesh of the land’; 
people/community 
loloma – love 
lotu – pray 
masi – woven tapa cloth 
mataisai – carpenter 
mataqali – clan 
matavuvale – family (sometimes written as 
vuvale) 
nai tavi – role, duty; now used to denote 
employment 
na vakavina vinaka – gifting, vote of thanks 




Sau turaga – second in charge 
sevu sevu – a small gift, or offering, made as 
a sign of respect  
solesolevaki – working together; 
collaboration 
soli – gifting, tithe 
tabu – forbidden; taboo 
talanoa – dialogue; to discuss 
turaga – man 
Turaga ni koro – village spokesperson 
Turaga ni mataqali – man of the clan, or 
chief 
Turaga ni yavusa – head of the tribe 
vaka viti – of Fiji, or the Fijian Way.; used to 
denote Fijian values and customs 
vakarokoroko – humility  
vale – house 
vavale – family 
vanua – literally means ‘land’; can also mean 
a place of belonging 
Vanua Levu – literally ‘Big Land’, the name 
given to Fiji’s second most densely populated 
island in the North of the Fijian archipelago 
vegaravi – service  
veidokai – to demonstrate respect by 
adhering to cultural obligation 
vinaka – thank you  
Viti – Fiji 
Viti Levu – literally ‘Big Fiji’, the name 
given to Fiji’s largest and most densely 
populated island 
yaqona – kava 
yavusa – tribe or region/district 
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Journey to the research topic 1 
Chapter 1: Journey to the research topic 
As the professionalisation of social work continues to expand across the Asia-
Pacific region, there is a growing recognition of the need to develop culturally 
relevant social work education (Ravulo, 2018; Akintayo, Hämäläinen & Rissanen, 
2018).  However, in Pacific Island nations, which have a strong oral tradition, little 
has been documented with regards to models of social work practice that best suit the 
socio-cultural context (Furuto, 2013). To date, there is no national definition or 
formal recognition of social work training within the nations of Fiji, Samoa, French 
Polynesia, and smaller island countries (Beecher, B., Eggersten, L., Furuto, S. & 
Reeves, J., 2012). The current definition and code of ethics adopted by the Fiji 
Association of Social Workers (FASW) is a direct mirror of the definition presented 
by the International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW). This highlights the 
potential dominance of international influence in constructions of what social work 
should look like in Fiji. Yet, existing research exploring the experiences of Pacific 
Islander students enrolled in social work study in the U.S. shows there is 
incongruence between the Western content being taught at university and the practice 
experiences within their island homelands (Beecher et al., 2012). Certainly, tension 
between Western and non-Western values and knowledge needs to be acknowledged 
in any setting where Western knowledge bases are seeking to establish themselves in 
non-Western contexts (Ravulo, 2017). This thesis explores these tensions by 
considering how cultural identity, practice context, and participant worldviews 
interact to form understandings of practice in Fiji. This also includes 
acknowledgement of the way in which my own Western influences interact and 
interrelate with participant experiences in the co-creation of research ‘knowledge’. 
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Originally from Australia, I bring perspectives, cultural values, and biases as 
to how I perceive social work to be and inherent ideologies encapsulated in what it 
means to ‘do’ social work. I have been challenged by cross-cultural circumstances 
which, at times, have clashed with my own value base, and at other times provided 
an agreeable audience from which my position regarding social work could be 
uncritically examined and upheld by my relative status in the community. Thus, to 
facilitate opportunity for an organic ‘Fiji style’ of social work to emerge, I have 
found that I must draw from de-colonialist and critical social work paradigms. These 
schools of thought require that I reflect critically on the influence of personal, 
cultural, and structural processes on my own practices and on the experiences of 
those whom I engage with. This process of critical reflection includes analysis of the 
power that language has in shaping knowledge (Lundy, 2004) and the role in which, 
as a white, middle-class, educated Anglo-Saxon, I may inadvertently participate in 
the control and perpetuation of discourses of racism and colonialism. While I cannot 
separate myself from my position as an educated kai valangi (white person), this 
brings with it a responsibility to acknowledge uneven structures of power and a 
willingness to enter a space of co-learning and reciprocity. It is in the spirit of 
collaborative learning and deliberate critical reflection that the journey of this thesis 
has transpired. 
For the past decade, I have been gifted with the opportunity to live and work 
in the Pacific Island nations of Tonga and Fiji, and have spent considerable time 
travelling to neighbouring island nations. I’ve been awarded the chance to work 
intensively within a leading NGO, Empower Pacific, to assist staff in the delivery of 
social services to some of Fiji’s most vulnerable, oppressed, and marginalised 
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people. In July 2013 I joined USP, the University of the South Pacific, to contribute 
to the delivery of the South Pacific’s only graduate-level social work degree. These 
roles have provided me direct interaction with both social work students and 
graduates, with whom I have been involved in the provision of supervision, 
management, and professional mentoring. This thesis draws on not only formal 
research but has been inspired by the conversations, experiences, and professional 
relationships I have had with local social work students and practitioners within Fiji.  
It is intended to be a reflection of current and ongoing dialogue amongst those who 
seek to enact positive social change through our collective understandings of social 
work. Ultimately, it is this discursive and didactic style that both lies at the centre of 
Fijian daily living and informs the written style of this thesis. Such an approach is 
aligned with talanoa, which is a Pacific understanding of the way in which meaning-
making is a collaborative process formed through shared conversations and 
discussion (Vaka, Brannelly & Huntington, 2016). 
In order to best understand the talanoa (dialogue) approach to this research, 
the thesis provides participant commentary on worldviews that underpin Fijian 
epistemologies. However, before launching into considerations of the research 
questions, methodology, and consequent learning, it is important to have a shared 
understanding of the basic demographics and historical circumstances that shape Fiji. 
By introducing Fiji and acknowledging the centrality of both place and relationship 
in Fijian cultural worldviews, I am better positioned to introduce myself and 
establish my relationship with the research. Neither Fiji, my researcher experiences, 
nor the research itself can be understood without an appreciation of the 
interconnection and relationship between these entities. None are separate or 
interpreted in isolation, due to a philosophical commitment to shared meaning-
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making during this thesis journey. Further extrapolation of these ideas will be 
presented in chapter 3. 
 
Vanua vaka Viti – introducing Fiji 
 
Figure 1: Map of Pacific Islands 
 
Map Source: Education and Multimedia Services, College of Asia and the Pacific, The Australian National University 
Fiji is an island state covering some 1.3 million kilometres of the South 
Pacific Ocean, midway between Tonga and Vanuatu. It is made up of 332 islands, of 
which about one third are inhabited, with most people living on the two largest 
islands, Viti Levu and Vanua Levu. Nearly half of the population now live in urban 
or peri-urban areas, with over 40% of indigenous Fijians residing in urban locations 
(Lal, 2012). Fiji is a multicultural and multi-religious country, and of the 840,000 
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people who call Fiji home, approximately 57% are i’Taukei (ethnic Fijian), 37% 
Indo-Fijian and the remainder comprising other ethnic groups, including Caucasian 
and Chinese (Ratuva & Lawson, 2016).	Indigenous Fijians are predominantly of the 
Christian faith, and Indo-Fijians of the Hindu and Muslim faiths, with national public 
holidays held in acknowledgement of the major religious festivals of all three leading 
religions. Linked to this, Fiji has three official languages: Baun, Fiji-Hindi, and 
English. Tourism is the main foreign exchange earner for Fiji, followed by the 
garment industry, sugar, fisheries, gold, and such niche products as mineral water. 
More recently, remittances from Fiji residents working abroad has become an 
important contributor to the national economy (Makun, 2017). 
Fiji became a British Crown Colony in 1874 and its history of indentured 
Indian labour under colonial rule explains its ethnic and religious mix, unique in the 
region. Although Fiji obtained its political independence in 1970, racial tensions 
have produced a series of coups d’état (1987, 2000, and 2006), which have 
destabilized the nation, stalled economic growth, and resulted in an estimated 35% of 
the population living below the poverty line (WHO, 2011). The majority of those 
considered to be employed earn below the taxation threshold, with the current 
minimum wage in Fiji set at FJ$2 per hour (Fijian Government, 2014). This lack of 
taxation revenue severely restricts the capacity of the health and welfare sectors to 
provide adequate care and support to Fijian constituents. This leads to a heavy 
reliance on foreign aid to bolster health care and social development campaigns as 
well as other civil service pursuits such as law enforcement and education. Despite 
this, Fiji claims to have a literacy rate of 94% (WHO, 2011). It is outside the scope 
of this thesis to provide an extensive overview of the political context in Fiji. 
However, it is important to flag that experiences of colonisation have led to ongoing 
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racial tensions, economic insecurity, and high levels of poverty throughout the 
nation. 
 
O kemuni mai vei – Introducing the researcher 
My exposure and interest in social work within the Pacific Island context 
began some years ago, when I was encouraged to apply for an AusAID-funded 
project to help support the development of a social work course to be offered at a 
tertiary institute in Tonga. While my undergraduate degree was in social work, my 
post-graduate studies had focused on international development, and the Tongan 
curriculum development project represented an exciting opportunity to combine my 
skills and knowledge base. After spending twelve months researching existing 
diploma and certificate-level courses offered in New Zealand and Australia, and 
considering opportunities to adapt international curricula to meet both the needs of 
the local Tongan context and international accreditation standards, the project stalled 
and hit a road block. It became apparent that my Tongan colleagues with whom I 
was working felt uncomfortable with a foreign Western curriculum that was 
perceived as prioritising individual human rights and separated professional identity 
from that of cultural responsibility and the significance of Christian influence. As a 
white Western woman, who further identified as a feminist and critical social work 
practitioner, I struggled to conceptualise what social work would look like without an 
engagement with critical theory, human rights, social change, advocacy, and political 
activism. 
I began to grapple with my own professional ideology and felt challenged by 
a construct of social work that may not claim such an overt commitment to social 
justice and human rights. I felt uncomfortable about my profession valuing 
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spirituality over scientific evidence and rationalism. The idea that one does not need 
formal training and qualifications in order to practice social work would leave me 
little opportunity to use my (multiple) university degrees as a way to legitimise my 
professional thoughts and actions. But, mostly, I felt uncomfortable about how my 
own Western constructs of social work were not being legitimised within the Tongan 
practice context, while simultaneously recognising the discomfort I felt with 
acknowledging Tongan conceptions of practice that clashed with my own value base. 
It was not until some many months later, after I had left Tonga, that I was confronted 
with my hypocrisy of this dilemma. 
My journey from Tonga and curiosity regarding social work development 
within the Pacific Islands then took me to Fiji, where I was involved in ‘capacity 
development’ initiatives aimed at national level social service delivery.  I emphasise 
the term capacity development, as this phrase has attracted critique by those who 
highlight the way in which local Islander cultures are depicted as deficit and lacking 
capacity in some way (Ravulo, 2017; Thaman, 2013; Foleolo, 2013; Tuhiwai- Smith, 
2012).  The connotations of capacity development rhetoric is that those who are 
employed in such roles (usually white westerners) are positioned as experts sent to 
assist ‘un-informed’ communities to work towards ‘progress’, often determined in 
terms of material growth and output (Thaman, 2013).  As such, I was again 
confronted with the dilemma of promoting a standard of (Western) professionalised 
practice versus valuing and recognising the inherent merit of traditional models of 
care that have served the Pacific Islands long before colonisation. However, unlike 
my experience in Tonga, I found far greater acceptance amongst colleagues to 
consider the ideas and opportunities presented by pre-existing Western constructions 
of social work, and many had engaged in further study, either abroad or that offered 
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domestically by Australian or New Zealand training institutions. I could also see 
first-hand the influence of globalisation on the islands of Fiji, particularly in the more 
cosmopolitan areas of Suva and Nadi, which has had sustained influence and 
exposure to tourism, international aid, and foreign diplomats. 
On one hand, the onset of globalisation has brought about advancements in 
travel, improved communications, and exposure to new cultural ideals and 
philosophies; yet, it has also resulted in huge disparities in wealth and prosperity 
(Dominelli, 2010a; Lavalette & Ferguson, 2007). This has had major implications for 
social work and human services delivery globally, including an increased demand for 
the need of formalised social support services, as well as the spread and transference 
of Western-based social work theories internationally (Nuttman-Shwartz, 2017). It is 
indeed within this very backdrop of globalisation that I found myself called to the 
Pacific Islands, initially to assist in social work curriculum development in Tonga, 
before moving to support the capacity of local social workers within Fiji through a 
process of skills transfer, policy development, and mentoring. I was later fortunate to 
be offered a role in teaching and curriculum development within the social work 
department of the University of the South Pacific (USP), a university which offers 
tertiary-level studies to representatives in 13 Pacific Island countries. 
During my time with USP, much of what was taught within the social work 
programme had been borrowed and adapted from courses, concepts, and ideas of 
universities and education providers located in Australia, New Zealand, the U.S., and 
Canada. This Western influence of ideas within higher education in Fiji was further 
compounded by heavy reliance on expatriate staff who acted in the role of ‘expert’ 
lecturer in the absence of locally trained practitioners with post-graduate 
qualifications. I found myself grappling with questions about the ways in which 
Journey to the research topic 9 
social work was being constructed, enacted, and interpreted within Fiji, and my own 
role in both privileging and perpetuating certain conceptualisations of ‘social work’. 
 
Social work education and training in Fiji 
Fijians have been informally involved in community development and the 
service of helping one another for generations, although social work as a recognised 
professional vocation is a relatively new phenomenon. Amongst the i’Taukei 
(indigenous Fijian) peoples, social work often refers to community-based work, 
whereas in the Indo-Fijian context it may refer to volunteering, usually amongst 
those who are retired, or nearing retirement and looking to share their experience 
within a non-government setting (Nickson, Kuruleca & Clark, 2009). As recently as 
1968, Fiji founded the Department of Social Welfare (DSW) that was formally 
established in the 1920s as the Destitute Allowance Scheme designed to assist retired 
Indian labourers. The DSW was set up as the sole department legally mandated for 
child care and protection – although the vast majority of workers found themselves 
practising in a social services domain devoid of clear legislative frameworks and 
qualification requirements (Mills, 2002). In 1971, in response to inefficiencies to 
staff qualifications within the DSW, the Regional Adviser on Training for the South 
Pacific Commission recommended the establishment of a new university-level 
Diploma of Social Services programme, loosely based on its British counterpart, the 
Certificate of Qualification in Social Work (Yasas, 1971). The Diploma at that time 
was only offered to those working within the DSW. Two successive cohorts of 
students graduated in 1978 and 1979, before the programme was abandoned due to 
lack of institutional support (Mills, 2002). 
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The Diploma of Social Services was replaced with a Diploma in Community 
Development, which included no core social work subjects, no fieldwork placements, 
and, ironically, no subjects in Community Development. However, bowing to 
pressure from ‘outspoken public figures’ this course was discarded in favour of the 
traditional Fijian strengths of the extended family, kinship, and community 
(including the church) which advocates argued could, and should, take care of the 
social welfare needs of Fijian communities (Mills, 2002). Similar debates regarding 
social work education remain today, as the uncritical transfer of Western social work 
approaches to other nations does not take into account the issues of cultural relativity 
and the indigenisation process (Nadan, 2017; Ugiagbe, 2015; Ling; 2007; Midgley, 
2001; Tsang & Yan, 2001). While the ideological debates about the appropriateness 
of Western-style professional social work continued within the Pacific Islands, so did 
the demand for formal training in social work services, albeit from workers in 
institutions such as courts, prisons, hospitals, and child protection, which are largely 
the consequence of Fiji’s British colonial past. 
Despite diminishing opportunities for formalised social work training, the 
1990s saw a groundswell of grassroots social welfare initiatives in Fiji and led to the 
establishments of many non-government organisations (NGOs) and community 
associations (Mills, 2002). The rapid expansion of civil society and grassroots 
responses to social care reunited calls for more formal social work qualifications and 
was accompanied by the creation of the Fiji Association of Social Workers (FASW) 
in 1996. FASW was a key driver in voicing the need to develop training programmes 
and the means of professional accreditation within the vast array of community and 
social services that had started operating within Fiji. This professional concern with 
the need for social work services training as an essential element of social 
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development was then subsequently recognised by academic institutions. In 1997, 
the University of the South Pacific (USP) launched a Postgraduate Diploma in Social 
Policy offered within its Sociology Faculty. 
The Sociology department has also gone on to provide courses on 
counselling, psychology, and sociology. However, social work as a standalone 
academic course remained elusive. Until recently, individuals wanting to study social 
work needed to travel outside the region, usually to the Western continents of North 
America and Australia, and New Zealand, in which social problems are different in 
both degree and nature; as such, so are the skills required to address them (Mills, 
2002). After considerable effort and a long process of advocacy and negotiation 
between FASW and USP, Fiji is the only country in the region to offer Social Work 
courses at Bachelor degree level, with 2007 seeing the first round of successful 
graduates. For the first time in the Pacific Islands, social work students have access 
to formal social work education that includes both theory and practicum (field-based 
placements). 
As Fiji continues to embark on the journey of promoting and developing 
professional notions of social work via the establishment of tertiary-level social work 
qualifications, models of social work developed in Western-liberal democracies are 
likely to be extremely influential in shaping the ways in which social work develops 
in the Pacific (Saxton, 2013). The manifestations of a professional category of social 
work may be seen as an application of the practice associated with twenty-first 
century Western ‘professional’ movement, but in a different context (Nuttman-
Shwartz, 2017). On the basis that social work continues to assert itself as a global 
profession, we need to be careful in the event that one kind of knowledge becomes so 
powerful as to dominate another culture’s ways of understanding (Noble, 2013). 
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Introducing the research problem 
International social work bodies including the IFSW and the International 
Association of Schools of Social Work, or IASSW, (2015) have struggled to agree 
upon global qualifying standards for social work education. As the global significance 
of culturally responsive practice becomes more apparent, attempts to provide a 
universal definition of social work have become more and more difficult (Nikku, 
2015). Whereas some have argued there is a universal social work that can be 
understood as ‘united through shared human rights and social justice goals’ (Gray & 
Fook, 2004, p. 627), others question the assumption that social work has enough of a 
solid homogenous basis by which to develop a set of universally applied principles 
(Bennet, Green, Gilbert & Bessarab, 2013; Noble, 2013; Noble, 2004). Even as 
institutions push to globally unify social workers through a shared construction of 
knowledge and value bases, such efforts run the risk of privileging Western 
interpretations of practice (Ravulo, 2017). These difficulties in defining and 
understanding social work practice within the unavoidable backdrop of globalisation 
create a challenging environment for which to develop international social work 
curricula (Hawkins & Knox, 2014). 
For small and developing Pacific Islands like Fiji, the imposition of a 
Western-based positioning towards social work also highlights the dramatic 
differences in availability and access to resources between the West and developing 
nations. Social work codes and standards are often established in countries where 
resources are plentiful – this devalues social work education set in different traditions 
and in different stages of development (Faleolo, 2013; Payne & Askeland, 2008). 
There are also those who believe that social work is a modern invention that fits neo-
liberal Western contexts and is not geared to the problems of lower-income 
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countries, such as poverty, AIDS/HIV, hunger, drought, and conflict (Gray, 2005). 
An additional component of modern social work practice in the West is the idea of 
modernist rationality that is based on the belief that there is one best answer to any 
problem or question if the logical process of deductive reasoning is employed. This 
rational answer is then applied to populations in the belief that this is the best and 
most logical course of action. Unfortunately, this approach often ignores the 
importance of culture, religion, class, gender, and other diversities that are 
fundamental tenets of good social work practice (Dominelli & Moosa-Mitha, 2014; 
Mullaly, 2007). 
If universal understandings of social work continue to perpetuate Western 
theoretical positions and values, international social work stands to be accused of 
being imperialistic and perpetuating colonialism (Dominelli, 2014). This is further 
marked by the fact that Western values are often misaligned to the collectivist values 
based, inter alia, on kinship, community networks, and the extended family system 
which characterise many indigenous and non-Western cultures (Boder, 2011). Hence 
the adoption of international standards may hinder ‘the development of indigenous 
theories and practices by prematurely prescribing the boundaries of the profession’ 
(Healy, 2008b, p. 593). In response to this, social work educators have begun to 
focus more attention on context-specific practice and education that is happening in 
many indigenous communities and non-Western fields of practice (Ugiagbe, 2015; 
Faleolo, 2013; Dominelli, 2010b; Ling, 2007; Burkett & McDonald, 2005). Yet 
despite growing awareness of cultural relativity and the indigenisation process, there 
are still many examples of uncritical transfer of Western social work approaches to 
other nations (Va’ai & Nabobo-Baba, 2017; Varani-Norton, 2017; Ugiagbe, 2015; 
Ling, 2007; Midgley, 2001). 
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These globalisation–localisation and universal–indigenous debates have long 
been articulated by Jim Ife (2012), who outlines that within the process of 
globalisation is a counter tendency towards the development of locally based 
solutions. Interestingly, in spite of the history of social work and its emergence in 
non-Western contexts, to date, social work has not been able to overcome the social 
problems it seeks to redress. One rationale for this is the lack of consistent ideology 
and confusion on what constitutes valid social work practice (Finn and Jacobson, 
2008). Dominelli (2010a) goes on to add that the similarities and differences between 
the ways that social work is (and should be) practised creates contested space filled 
with competing ideologies and worldviews of service users, policy-makers, 
academics, and practitioners. Therefore “questions about social works roles and 
purpose are crucial in reconfiguring the boundaries of what constitutes professional 
social work” (Dominelli, 2010a, p. 1). 
These areas of contention create a valuable opportunity for new research 
within social work education and practice, particularly in an international context 
(Brydon, 2012). Many have suggested that social work models developed in the 
West are not as universal as previously declared, and there is ongoing global debate 
over what should be recognised social work ideology, epistemology, theory, practice, 
and teaching (Payne & Askeland, 2008; Dominelli, 2010a, 2010b). For over a 
decade, Finn and Jacobson (2008) have suggested that constructing a new social 
work paradigm is required if we are to adequately come to grips with, and 
consequently address, the changing globalised environment in which social work is 
now practised. Although the push may be to apply Western social work theories and 
methods, the question of whether these theories and methods are suited to the local 
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socio-cultural context remains highly contentious (Ibrahim, 2017; Nikku, 2015; 
Ugiagbe, 2015). 
This thesis aims to document Fijian constructions of social work in order to 
highlight the complexities, opportunities, and challenges when enacting and 
interpreting social work in non-Western communities. The goal of this research is to 
better understand the nature of localised practice and contribute to a growing 
emergence of Pacific-centric social work literature. The production of social work 
literature from within the Pacific Islands may contribute to international 
interpretations of social work and assist re-theorising efforts for praxis within Pacific 
Island-based social work practice and curriculum development. While 
internationalising efforts offer opportunities and resources to enhance professional 
development and unity, it is vital that such processes provide the opportunity for 
collaboration and mutual learning, rather than the imposition of ideology and 
assumptions about what is best. My thesis contributes to the ongoing development of 
social work conceptualisations internationally and argues for localised 
understandings to be better considered in the development of social work practice 
and education in the South Pacific. 
 
RESEARCH QUESTION 
How is social work understood, enacted, and enabled in Fiji? 
Sub research questions: 
a) What does these understandings reveal about the value base of social work in Fiji? 
b) How do ways of understanding, enabling and enacting social work Fiji align with 
international constructions of social work? 
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THESIS OUTLINE 
This thesis is divided into 10 chapters. Chapter 2 reviews literature related to the 
global spread of social work and considers the universality of social work in an 
international context. It begins by outlining the ways in which social work knowledge is 
constructed according to various forces such as organisational context, cultural norms, 
political and social positioning, and the impact of globalisation. Chapter 2 also explores 
literature focused upon culture and spirituality, as well as the significance of social work 
values and ethics including an espoused commitment to human rights and social justice. 
In chapter 3, I discuss the methodology and research process used to explore 
Fijian constructions of social work. The social constructionist position of my research is 
re-emphasised, as well as an overview of critical and de-colonisation approaches to 
social work practice and research. These theoretical frameworks offer a point of 
engagement with talanoa (dialogue) as a culturally informed approach to qualitative 
research in Fiji. A description of the research process, including sampling strategies and 
rationale, a description of data collection, and analysis are also detailed. A consideration 
of ethics, researcher positionality, and the tensions of conducting research from an 
outsider position are also discussed. 
In chapter 4, I provide descriptions of what it is to be Fijian according to the 
accounts provided by research participants. The positionality of this chapter is deliberate, 
in that the starting point for de-colonising research needs to come from Fijian voices, 
experiences, and worldviews. 
Chapter 5 expands on the cultural context in which social work in enacted in Fiji 
by providing an overview of the cultural norms and current social tensions according to 
Fijian narratives. This chapter acknowledges the significance of time and place, as 
well as relationships within the narratives of what daily life looks like and how it is 
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experienced in Fiji. It is intended to provide the contextual basis for which Fijian 
constructions of social work can be interpreted and understood. 
Chapter 6 responds to the grand tour question of how social work is understood, 
enacted, and enabled in Fiji by documenting both formal and informal notions of social 
work practice and considering the role of formal education, cultural context, Western 
influence, and organisational positioning in shaping understandings of social work. A 
description of social work activities and workplace duties is also provided as an overt 
example of the way in which social work is enacted within Fiji. 
The themes in chapter 7 were informed by social workers’ reflections on what 
good practice means within Fiji. The term ‘good’ has been used as deliberate point of 
examination, as conceptions of ‘good’ are invariably linked to understandings of 
right and wrong and stem from a fundamental value basis. These were grouped into 
three key principles that mirror understandings of how social work in Fiji should be 
enacted, namely that social work in Fiji should be responsive, relational, and 
informed by local ways of being, knowing, and doing. 
Moving into chapter 8, the use of metaphor is considered when answering 
questions about how social work can best be enacted and enabled within Fiji, as well 
as reflecting on the significance of cultural values in shaping these views. The 
narratives within this chapter contribute to the emergent wave of Pacific-focused 
literature seeking to prioritise Pacific ways of knowing, being, and doing in global 
understandings of social work. 
Chapter 9 seeks to collate participant constructions of social work in Fiji and 
consider how these interpretations link to over-arching practitioner beliefs as to the core 
purpose and function of social work. These individual constructions of social work 
reveal a diverse and sometimes competing value base that underpins both individual and 
collective approaches to social work. I connect these themes identified in the relevant 
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bodies of literature which highlight shared global experiences of neo-liberal rhetoric 
within social work practice. 
Lastly, I reflect on the lessons learned as a white researcher interested in 
understanding indigenous and non-Western approaches of knowledge construction and 
inquiry. In answering the research questions, limitations and strengths of the study are 
also discussed. I conclude by considering the opportunities for future research as well as 
acknowledging the incredible generosity of, and engagement with, Fijian communities 
involved in this research.
 
 
Chapter 2: Constructing social work in a 
globalised context 
Social work’s identity is created in a historical, political and economic context. 
If social work’s identity is constructed, this implies that we may reconstruct it. 
(Payne & Askeland, 2008, p. 80). 
 
Social constructionism suggests that both social work and culture are entities 
constructed by humans in an effort to interpret and understand the world around them 
(Morley, Mcfarlane & Ablett, 2019). Askeland and Dohlie (2015) add that these 
constructions occur within a social context that reflects a certain point of time or 
moment in human history. My thesis examines how social work is understood and 
interpreted in Fiji; acknowledging that the context in which these interpretations are 
being shaped is important. This chapter discusses the role of culture in shaping 
approaches to social work and the tensions that arise when attempting to establish a 
shared value base amongst social work internationally. It re-emphasises the risk of 
Western models superseding local specific understandings of social work and 
considers the opportunities presented by spirituality and cultural practice. This 
chapter draws from international literature to highlight the need for the global social 
work movement to think critically about the dominance of Western theories and to 
explore the possibilities for engaging and incorporating non-Western methodologies 
and values in new constructions of social work. 
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The spread of social work internationally 
Social work as a professional entity has strong roots in Western contexts, 
including the charity and settlement house movements of the late twentieth century, 
before moving towards welfare models linked to ideas of the Nation State and, more 
recently, neo-liberal agendas (Morley et al., 2019). Although professional social 
work has strong roots in the Anglo sphere, the past decade has seen the rapid 
expansion of social work internationally (Zuchowski et al., 2017). Several factors 
have contributed to the growing social work phenomenon within the South Pacific, 
and indeed newly emerging economies in South East Asia and parts of Africa. These 
include the need for governments to respond to the rapid growth of poverty and 
social inequality arising from the operation of free market forces, the social and 
personal problems caused by rapid urbanisation and alienation, the inability of 
informal social networks to cope with the demands of market society, significant 
change of traditional family patterns, emerging social problems, and the loosening of 
traditional support networks (Dominelli & Moosa-Mitha, 2014; Midgley, 2001). This 
warrants the need for a more formal system of social services, which in turn provides 
opportunities for professional social work to assume greater importance (Ling, 
2007). Arguably, these processes and changes have occurred in response to what is 
referred to as globalisation (Nuttman-Shwartz, 2017). 
Payne and Askeland (2008, p. 9) have attempted to define globalisation as 
‘the trends in social change in the economic, political and cultural relationships 
between people across the world’. Davies (2008, p. 298) summates that globalisation 
is ‘the impact of economic organisation on an international scale… [so] that 
individual countries can no longer function as closed societies, if this was ever truly 
possible.’ However, Midgley (2008) argues that the literature on globalisation has 
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tended to oversimplify the process and consequently ignores many of the 
complexities within the process of globalisation, including competing opinions on 
the impact of globalisation. For example, some theorists argue that globalisation, 
most accurately represented by the capitalist agenda, has led to the destruction of 
cultural identities, social ties, and the end of certainty for many (Midgley & Conley, 
2010). Conversely, others argue that globalisation has led to an increasing acceptance 
of values, such as individualism and rationalism, that are perpetuated by the cultural 
imperialism of the West and contribute to the production of international like-minded 
elites (Carranza, 2018; Ravulo, 2017). A third perspective suggests that globalisation 
may allow for the emergence of new, collaborative cultural practices resulting from 
the fusion of local and external influences, particularly as a consequence of the 
migration and information technologies (Koya-Vaka’uta, 2014; Varani-Norton, 
2017; Nuttman-Shwartz, 2017). 
Regardless of individual arguments either in favour of or against the 
processes of globalisation, as a phenomenon it has had a profound impact upon 
social work and the social service professions (Dominelli, 2010a, 2010b). For 
example, globalisation has facilitated the ‘internationalisation’ of social problems 
(Dominelli, 2004; Payne & Askeland, 2008). The spread and exposure of new ideas 
and new ways of practising is also leading to changes in the development of social 
work curricula. This has been accompanied with a drive for more culturally relative 
social work practice that challenges the validity of any ‘universal’ knowledge base. 
Thus, differences between the ways in which social work is interpreted in different 
societies, each with unique cultural, historical, and political values, undermines the 
drive for any one dominant form of ideas or practices within social work (Payne & 
Askeland, 2008; Spolander, Garcia & Penalva, 2016). 
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The tension between westernisation and indigenisation, multiculturalism 
versus universalisation, and the development of universal social work standards leads 
to additional debates within international social work arenas. Many writers argue that 
one consequence of globalisation has been the dominance of market practices which 
favour the West and continue to marginalise and oppress developing nations 
(Ugiagbe, 2015; Ferguson, et al., 2005; Dominelli, 2004). Some suggest that this 
process can be linked with the phrase ‘Westernisation’, where local ideas and 
practices are discarded in favour of Western practices and beliefs (Burkett & 
McDonald, 2005). Such examples may include the adoption of market ideology and 
competitive business models to systems of education and the adoption of 
‘rationalisation’ and science as preferred to more cosmological epistemological 
positions (Thaman, 2010). Westernisation has also had an impact on food choices 
and the importation of a so-called ‘Western diet’ (including fast-food chains) to 
replace more traditional food sources (Thow et al., 2011; Evans et al., 2001). These 
examples may now be linked to the process of colonisation (Bennett et al., 2013), 
and Burkett and McDonald (2005) suggest that Westernisation and colonisation are 
deeply entwined manifestations of unequal global forces that favour the West. 
Fortunately, there has been a shift from the impetus to embrace ‘Western’ models of 
social work and towards the importance of local practices, which is beginning to take 
precedence (Faleolo, 2013; Dominelli, 2010a, Payne & Askeland, 2008). However, if 
social work as a profession is free to be interpreted and practised without any 
universal guiding principles or standards (Dominelli, 2014; Brydon, 2011; Mullaly, 
2007; Midgley, 2001), tensions exist as to whether it is possible to have any shared 
sense of collective social work identity. 
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Social workers remain divided on the question of the universality of social 
work values and whether internationalism is a desirable normative position for the 
profession to adopt as it seeks to respond to the forces of globalisation (Midgley, 
2001; Carranza, 2018; Brydon, 2011; Lyons et al., 2006; Hall, 2006). Whereas most 
social workers believe that the profession should be primarily concerned with 
treating the problems of disadvantaged people, others contend that it should actively 
be involved in social reform (Ablett & Morley, 2016; Ying Yee, 2016; Lavalette & 
Ferguson, 2007; Ferguson et al., 2005). Some stress the need for preventative forms 
of interventions, and others argue that social work should seek to promote 
development and progressive social change (Ablett & Morley, 2016; Midgley, 2001). 
The similarities and differences between the ways that social work is (and should be) 
practised creates contested space filled with competing ideologies and worldviews of 
service users, policy-makers, academics, and practitioners. Questions about social 
work’s roles and purpose are crucial in reconfiguring the boundaries of what 
constitutes professional social work (Dominelli, 2010). 
I am mindful that Westernisation versus indigenisation, and multiculturalism 
versus universalism may overly polarise, in black and white terms, an inherently 
complex set of changes and developments in the international journey of social work. 
Westernisation may be used to connote colonialism, or imperialism, of which social 
work has been accused for some time (Zuchowski et al., 2017; Burkett & McDonald, 
2005) and will be discussed in further detail later in this chapter. Westernisation may 
also refer to what is sometimes called ‘McDonaldisation’, or ‘Americanisation’, 
which is strongly linked to the forces of globalisation. Americanisation can be 
viewed as a form of cultural imperialism referring to the perceiving homogenisation 
of culture around the world. Driven primarily by American mass media, pop culture, 
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and the unremitting marketing of iconic American products (e.g., Coca-Cola, 
McDonald’s, Levi’s) globally, Americanisation, or Westernisation in this sense, is 
understood as a primary mechanism for neo-colonialism driven by first-world 
economies (McDonald, 2006). While I am not denying that this process occurs, and 
indeed has profound impact on cultural identity and the role of social work, 
Dominelli (2010a) advises caution in attempting to view the West as a homogenous 
identity. 
Similarly, viewing indigenous persons as a monolithic group brings with it 
assumptions and challenges when trying to interpret social work practice. In Fiji, 
where there are significant ethnic tensions between indigenous and non-indigenous 
Fijians, an indigenous approach to social work may inadvertently serve to maintain 
the status quo and balance of power within the dominant indigenous population and 
leave instances of structural and systematic oppression unchallenged and 
unexamined. Accordingly, rather than viewing these debates within international 
social work as either/or scenarios, I prefer to acknowledge the current uncertainty 
within international social work and concede that internationalising efforts are yet to 
reach consensus about any one ‘right’ way of practising social work. Therefore, a 
central aim of this thesis is to contribute meaningfully to these debates using locality-
specific data and experiences of Fiji-based social work. 
 
Understanding culture within social work 
Culture can be defined as the ‘totality of ideas, beliefs, values, knowledge, 
and way of life of a group of people who share a certain historical, religious, racial, 
linguistic, ethnic, or social background’ (Lyons et al., 2012, p. 281). It is a socially 
constructed assemblage of practices, values, traditions, and norms shaped by humans 
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within generational contexts in an effort to understand, inform, and interpret social 
behaviour (Askeland & Dohlie, 2015; Connolly & Ward, 2008). Kitayama and 
Markus, who have written and researched extensively on the link between culture 
and the notion of self, offer a useful description of culture: 
Everyone is born into a culture consisting of practices and meanings, which 
have been laid out by generations of people who have created, carried, 
maintained and altered them. To engage in culturally patterned relationship 
and practices and to become mature, well functioning adults in the society, 
new members of the culture must come to coordinate their responses to their 
particular social milieu. That is, people must come to think, feel, and act with 
reference to local practices, relationships, institutions and artefacts; to do so 
they must use the local cultural models, which consequently become an 
integral part of their psychological systems. Each person actively seeks to 
behave adaptively in the attendant cultural context, and in the process 
different persons develop their own unique set of response tendencies, 
cognitive orientations, emotional preparedness, and structures of goals and 
values. (Kitayama & Markus, 1999, p. 250) 
 
Osei-Hwedie (2001) who writes about social work within African cultures, 
reminds us not to think of culture as a stagnant or fixed entity. This cultural fluidity 
is largely due to the fact that people and their environments are constantly changing, 
especially as globalisation and increasing access to mobile and internet technologies 
have resulted in the exposure of a multitude of ethnic and cultural influences. While 
some cultures have tried to minimise the influence of external cultural ideas (‘Brexit’ 
may be considered an example of this), for most societies there has been an 
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incorporation of diverse, sometimes competing cultural beliefs and practices from 
one culture into another. For example, so-called Western values and constructs of 
gender are beginning to surface within Fiji, despite a strong and proud tradition of 
culturally entrenched gender roles (George, 2012). The major implication of this 
melting pot of cultural ideas is that within any cultural group there may be multiple, 
and even contradictory views (Askeland & Dohlie, 2015). 
The most easily recognised examples of cultural tensions can be categorised 
as: uniqueness versus similarity with other cultures; common heritage and uniformity 
versus distinctiveness and diversity within the group; and identity and cultural 
conservation versus self-reflection, critique, and development (Li, 2006). These 
tensions exist in all cultures in some form; however, it is a society’s ability to 
respond to these tensions that enables it to adapt to new challenges (Connolly & 
Ward, 2008). Within my own practice and lived experiences in Fiji and the Pacific 
Islands, I have been involved both directly and indirectly with these frictions and 
have been cautioned by colleagues to be ‘culturally sensitive’. Although cultural 
sensitivity and cultural competency are terms often encouraged within international 
social work activities, they can actually, without intending to, allow racism to persist 
(Nadan, 2017; Mullaly, 2007). These models often ignore the fact that cultures and 
races are ranked in order of perceived merit and ignore the power relations involved 
in cross-cultural interactions (Jeyasingham, 2012; Dominelli, 2010), particularly the 
privileging of white Western identity as the starting point to which ‘other’ cultures 
are then compared (Nadan, 2017; Jeyasingham, 2012). In the Fijian context, cultural 
competence models are unlikely to go far enough in recognising power dynamics 
between white Westerners, as well as historical and current power imbalances 
amongst indigenous i’Taukei and Indo-Fijians. These ethnic tensions and divisions 
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are a direct consequence of Indians being brought to Fiji under an indentured (slave) 
labour scheme during British colonial rule (Kumar & Prasad, 2004) that continued to 
be felt long after the colonial powers had ‘officially’ left the Islands (Lal, 2015). 
In contrast to experiences of colonisation in Australia, culture and claims of 
indigenous rights have been used within Fiji as a source of oppression and 
marginalisation towards non-indigenous groups and have also resulted in significant 
political unrest (Varani-Norton, 2017; Lal, 2015; Kumar & Prasad, 2004). Another 
concern is that ‘indigenous’ is a term that has been usurped by political parties to 
argue that they represent the indigenous peoples of their lands and to exclude people 
who are culturally and ethnically different (Dominelli, 2010). Moreover, given the 
context of Fiji, where colonialism has been intimately imprinted on the national and 
social identity, technical and prescriptive definitions of approaching culture may be 
inadequate and appear superficial (Ferguson et al., 2005). In such a situation, new 
spaces for social work practice and dialogue may be created through a commitment 
to de-colonisation (Dominelli, 2010). It is this commitment to de-colonisation that 
has informed the research design and implementation outlined in chapter 3. 
Within this thesis, I have deliberately chosen to engage in the term ‘culturally 
informed’ as it links to good practice, rather than the terms ‘culturally safe’ or 
‘culturally competent’ that permeate international social work discourse (Nadan, 
2017). Culturally competent practice has come under criticism because cultural 
knowledge is often presented as a fixed entity and used within the construction of 
‘other’ (Nipperess & Williams, 2019). However, it remains dominant in 
constructions of ‘best practice’ internationally (Nadan, 2017). Gopalkrishnan (2019) 
argues that the popularity of cultural competence has nothing to do with its 
effectiveness as a framework of practice; rather, it is symptomatic of top-down 
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approaches designed to suit the competency-based approaches of Western neo-liberal 
agendas. Again, such approaches fail to acknowledge unequal power dynamics in 
cross-cultural interactions and do not facilitate critical self-reflection and structural 
analysis (Jeyasingham, 2012; Sisneros et al., 2008; Nylund, 2006; Dominelli, 2004). 
In response to criticisms of ‘cultural competency’, models of ‘cultural 
responsiveness’ have been developed by a number of indigenous writers, both within 
social work practice and other helping disciplines (IAHA, 2019; Nadan, 2017). 
Whilst there are many components of culturally responsive practice that resonate 
with the Fijian experience, I am mindful of attributing the term ‘culturally 
responsive’, due to elements of culturally responsive practice that focus on 
awareness of self and the significance of critical reflection (Jeyasingham, 2012; 
Young & Zubrzycki, 2011; Dominelli, 2004). That is not to say that social workers in 
Fiji are against these ideas; in fact, several identified the ability to self-reflect as a 
core social worker attribute. However I do not wish to paint this as a homogenous 
position held by participants. As such, this thesis uses the term ‘culturally informed’ 
to highlight the significance of respecting cultural protocol within social work 
practice and hopefully facilitating future opportunity for Indo-Fijian and ethnic 
minorities within Fiji to be included within discussions of good practice. An in-depth 
presentation of culturally informed practice will be the focus of chapter 7. 
 
Spirituality and culture 
Considerations of culture also need to recognise the role of spirituality and 
religion in shaping people’s interpretations of the world around them. Religion, 
spirituality, and culture all impact upon aspects of social work practice, including 
from whom people seek help and their expectations within a helping relationship 
The challenge with defining social work in Fiji 
29 
(Askeland & Dohlie, 2015). Religious and spiritual beliefs also have implications for 
how social problems are perceived, for whom support should be available, and who 
should be responsible for providing this support (Connolly & Harms, 2013). Lyons et 
al. (2012) recognise two fundamental implications for religion and spirituality for 
social work: first, that spirituality and religion occur amongst all populations across 
that world; and, second, that religion and spirituality is therefore extremely important 
to many of the communities with whom social workers come into contact. 
Religion is often referred to as the formal doctrines, institutions, and practices 
that reinforce a system of core beliefs. Spirituality, on the other hand, can include 
religion, but not all people who experience a sense of spirituality identify with a 
formal or organised religion (Lyons et al., 2012). Spirituality concerns our 
worldview and what gives meanings to our lives. At best, spirituality and religion can 
be emancipatory and liberating, and, at worst, they can be destructive and capable of 
denying human rights and life. In some faith-based cultures, religion (either 
intentionally or consequentially) has been actively engaged in oppression, at times 
discriminating against women, upholding patriarchal oppression, limiting or 
removing reproductive rights, alienating groups based on sexual orientation, and 
allowing the sexual abuse of children and adults (Connolly & Harms, 2013). 
In many Pacific Island cultures, spirituality also intersects with notions of 
health and spiritual illness (Loan, Cunningham & Jaye, 2016; Ihara & Vakalahi, 
2011; Siaalii-Sauni et al., 2009; Tamasese, Peteru, Waldegrave & Bush, 2005). 
Mental illness often appears in forms that interconnect with cultural conceptions of 
religion and spirituality (Bennett et al., 2013; Siaalii-Sauni et al., 2009). Within an 
Australian context, the experience of visual or auditory hallucinations with spiritual 
content (for example, hearing God’s voice telling you to do something) may be 
The challenge with defining social work in Fiji 
30 
considered as a sign of mental illness, whereas other cultures may view this as a 
positive experience. Conversely, what may be viewed in the West as a mental health 
condition requiring treatment (such as schizophrenia or psychosis) may be viewed by 
other cultures as demon possession, requiring prayer and spiritual cleansing 
(Connolly & Harms, 2013). Within my own personal experiences of social work 
practice and living in Fiji, I have seen several examples of community members 
displaying severe emotional distress or hallucinations who have chosen to avoid 
medical treatment and institutionalised care in favour of prayer and traditional 
spiritual rituals. Connolly & Harms (2013) suggest that when attempting to 
distinguish ‘healthy’ spirituality from mental illness, it is important to understand the 
spiritual worldview of those involved, and the extent to which people’s experience 
affects daily living and is normative within their culture. For many Pacific cultures, 
mental health cannot be separated from more holistic constructions of well-being, as 
such mental health is considered to be inseparable from the overall well-being of the 
body, soul, and spirit (Ministry of Health, 2008). Given this, any construct of social 
work that fails to recognise the interconnected nature of health and ‘being’ in Pacific 
Island communities fails to validate indigenous epistemology (Ihara & Vakalahi, 
2011) and may inadvertently continue to privilege bio-medical positions of mental 
health that dominate much of Western social work practice (Morley et al., 2019). 
Much existing social work literature regarding religion is linked to 
Christianity and may reflect the dominance of Western assumptions of social work 
that build on the idea that social work developed largely out of Christian charity 
movements (Neagoe, 2013; Dulmus & Sowers, 2012; Vanderwoerd, 2011). A study 
conducted by Graham (2006) found that social work literature concerned with 
spirituality had focused primarily on spirituality in nations of the West, mainly North 
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America. In this study Graham identified that of the 227 social work articles 
published, only 15 presented data or perspectives from countries identified as ‘Non-
Western’. Even in Australia, which is being considered increasingly secular, there is 
no indication that spirituality occupies any less a role in the way that people engage 
and interact with their world (Connolly & Harms, 2013). Shahjahan (2010) has built 
on this argument by claiming that secular standards are not neutral and serve to 
maintain hegemony of normalised Christian privilege within Western higher 
education. Other scholars have also argued that spirituality is considered to be a 
subjugated form of knowledge in higher education (Shahjahan, 2010; Palmer, 2000). 
Therefore, understanding spiritual aspects of personhood from diverse cultural 
contexts is vital to the development of localised and culturally responsive social 
work practice (Lyons et al., 2012). 
In social work’s quest to become a recognised professional body, it has 
tended to avoid discussions of religion and spirituality as these were not seen to hold 
up to the scientific rigour akin to that of psychology, nursing, or behavioural science 
(Connolly & Harms, 2013). Furthermore, Dean (2013) suggests that caution amongst 
Western social workers may be due to fear of returning to social work’s evangelistic, 
missionary, and colonialist past. Such an avoidance of religion and spirituality is 
bound to have a significant impact on the way that social work theory and practice 
has been developed and conceptualised. Religion and spirituality are intertwined with 
culture. Indeed, for many cultures, including those within Fiji, religion plays a huge 
role in the construct of what it is to identify as a part of that culture (Ministry of 
Health, 2008). Both religion and spirituality are interconnected with gender, 
socioeconomic class, and other forms of social identity. Therefore, it is important for 
us to understand these entities and to appreciate how they interact with social work 
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practice, especially in the sense that they are quite often the tools that people use to 
make sense of their realities and the world around them (Lyons et al., 2012; Ihara & 
Vakalahi, 2011). 
 
Values and ethics in social work 
In addition to spirituality, worldviews are also often considered a major 
component of culture (Connolly & Ward, 2008). Worldviews are defined as ‘values 
or beliefs we hold around us, the way we see human nature, relationships, 
institutions, nature and the cosmos’ (Ling, 2007, p. 37). The differences in these 
value orientations can be used as points of reference for understanding how the 
worldviews of social workers in Fiji may influence behaviour. However, it is 
important to recognise the role of outsider and insider analysis of a culture. An 
outsider analysis often uses a generalised view or definition of a certain concept, 
whereas the insider analysis is based on local or indigenous views of a concept. 
Thus, indigenous and insider research is considered of paramount importance within 
research relating to culture, cultural worldviews, practice and values (Dew, 
McEntyre & Vaughan, 2019; Gibson & Smiler, 2018; Major & Khudu-Peterson, 
2017; Tuhiwai Smith, 2012; Ling, 2007; Baskin, 2005). In light of this, providing 
opportunities to explore the values and worldviews that shape social work practice in 
Fiji is paramount to any development of a locally constructed model of social work 
theory and practice. A thorough presentation of espoused Fijian cultural norms and 
participant worldviews are presented in chapters 4 and 5. 
Given that the development of knowledge is linked to the inherent uniqueness 
of each country’s cultural, social, and political contexts, it is inevitable that social 
work will be constructed differently in different locations (Ife, 2008). Despite this, 
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there is a strong tradition in social work of identifying a core value position for the 
profession that can transcend national boundaries (Reichert, 2011). Social work 
writers have consistently emphasised the importance of this value base through the 
development and construction of codes of ethics in which the idea of human rights is 
clearly apparent; phrases such as ‘the inherent worth of the individual’ and the ‘right 
to self-determination’ are an example of this (Ife, 2008, p. 8). Indeed, the IFSW Code 
of Ethics and Statement of Ethical Principles (2018), similarly adopted by the 
International Association of Schools of Social Work (IASSW, 2018), states that 
‘social workers have a responsibility to promote social justice, in relation to society 
generally, and in relation to the people with whom they work’. Although these 
principles have attained canonical status, their ideological derivation has often been 
criticised. Some experts point out that social work values are rooted in individualistic 
culture derived from Western liberalism and, as such, are not universally shared 
(Ugiagbe, 2015; Dominelli & Moosa-Mitha, 2014). Although many social workers 
take it for granted that social work’s commitment to individualism and self-
determination are desirable, studies by Ugiagbe (2015) and others (Boder 2011; 
Ling; 2007) show that it is problematic. These arguments can be summarised as the 
universality versus cultural relativity debate within international social work arenas 
(Healy, 2008a; Grey, 2005). 
A founding principle of human rights embraces the notion that human rights 
belong to everyone, irrespective of where one resides; i.e., human rights are 
universal. In contrast to this universalism is the basic theme that individual cultures 
have the right to define their own values and ethics (Ugiagbe, 2015). A universal 
application of human rights without deference to cultural traits diminishes the 
cultural identity – a human rights violation in itself (Reichert, 2015). As a result of 
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these debates, social workers engaged in international activity have begun to reflect 
more critically on the relevance of Western social work to the cultural as well as 
economic and social realities of other societies (Zuchowski, Gopalkrishnan, King & 
Francis, 2017; Dominelli & Moosa-Mitha, 2014; Gray & Coates, 2008; Midgley, 
2001). As such, notions such as ‘indigenisation’ and ‘authentisation’ emerged in 
international social work circles to connote the need for appropriate theories and 
practice approaches to suit other cultures (Yan, 2013; Gray & Coates, 2008). These 
ideas have gained wider acceptance and there is today, as Boder (2011) suggests, a 
greater appreciation of the need to respect differences and develop indigenous forms 
of social work practice that address local cultural, economic, and social realities. 
Despite the differences in localised interpretations of social work, Trevithick 
(2012) argues that two key areas of service provision remain consistent. First, social 
workers engage with some of the most disadvantaged and marginalised sectors of the 
populations. And, second, ethics and values have a profound impact on the influence 
and shape of social work activities. Although international social work represents a 
variety of roles and activities, there is a shared sense of common values or guiding 
principles, at least at a superficial level (Midgley, 2001; Healy, 2008a; Hessle, 2014). 
Hokenstad, Khinduka and Midgley (1992, p. 182) identified several sets of 
commonalities from their analysis of social work in 10 countries. First, social work 
takes on a broad range of responsibilities; second, work with the poor is a part of 
social work in all countries; and, last, there are shared values of ‘promoting human 
dignity and social justice, empowering poor and vulnerable peoples, and encouraging 
intergroup harmony and goodwill’. 
One key factor driving the development of a shared set of social work values 
has been the establishment of an international social work code of ethics (Hessle, 
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2014). In 2004, the IFSW and the IASSW adopted a new international statement of 
ethical principles and a review of its current code of conduct (Weaver, 2005; Banks, 
2006). In preparation for this, an examination of written codes of conduct from some 
of the professional associations in membership of IFSW was undertaken. This 
analysis explored similarities and differences and commented on the role of the 
codes in promoting ethical practice in social work. While documents vary greatly in 
length and level of detail included, all are founded on similar statements of general 
ethical principles, including the promotion of self-determination of service users, 
social justice, and professional integrity (Banks, 2006). Social justice and human 
rights appear to be at the cornerstone of all ethical social work practice (Ife, 2012), 
regardless of the context in which it is practised (Ife, 2010; Cox & Pawar, 2006). 
The IFSW has also declared social work to be a human rights profession 
(Healy, 2008b). Collaboratively, the IFSW, IASSW, and the ICSW drew up a Global 
Agenda for Social Work and Social Development (2012) that underlined the ‘dignity 
and worth of the person’ [and] ‘human rights issues in relation to social, economic, 
cultural, and political situations’. In Western contexts, the social work profession 
originated from humanitarian ideals that prompted workers to challenge 
discrimination and the unequal distribution of resources. These ideals are 
encapsulated within the Social Work code of ethics of the Australian Association of 
Social Work (AASW) Aotearoa New Zealand Association of Social Work 
(ANSZSW) National Association of Social Workers (NASW) and others. Because 
the focus of the profession has always centred on serving those in need, human rights 
frameworks provide models of intervention considered consistent with social work’s 
humanitarian principles (Reichert, 2011). 
The challenge with defining social work in Fiji 
36 
Commensurate with social work’s espoused commitment to human rights is 
the profession’s quest for social justice (Lyons et al., 2012). The Encyclopedia of 
Social Work (Mizrahi & Davis, 2008) organises social justice around three main 
ideas. First is that social justice concerns legal justice; second is the notion of 
commutative justice; and the third is linked with distributive justice. Arguably, it is 
this third facet, distributive justice, which resonates the strongest with the social 
work profession, as it deals with the allocation of basic resources such as food, 
housing, education, and adequate health care (Chenoweth & McAuliffe, 2012). For 
me, as a Westerner trained in the critical social work tradition, social justice also 
entails a commitment to social change and redressing the inequalities that exist 
within society. From such critical or activist foundations, social work is concerned 
with bringing about social change, progressive movements for social justice and 
human rights, and opposition to forms of structural and political domination (Morley 
et al., 2019; Mullaly, 2007). However, I am mindful that my social justice lens is 
overtly linked to my Western educational experience and may not be synonymous 
with the lived practice experience of social workers in Fiji. 
 
The contested nature of social work 
In social work, the source of knowledge has been seriously overlooked 
(Coates et al., 2006). It is important to understand how knowledge is generated to 
better understand how certain types of knowledge may be privileged over others. 
According to Trevithick (2012), the dominance of Western knowledge and the 
subjugation of indigenous knowledge is one area in which power imbalance may 
apply. Despite the recent increased recognition of indigenous knowledge, 
acknowledgement does not always carry as much perceived validity as the ‘expert’ 
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knowledge of professionals (Zuchowski et al., 2017). Thus, indigenous knowledge 
runs the risk of being discounted or considered less relevant (Varani-Norton, 2017; 
Thaman, 2013; Bennett et al., 2013). A further example is the rural–urban or 
Western–non-Western contexts. Most social work literature is distributed from the 
Anglo sphere in which practice is often situated within an urban setting. The 
literature produced in these countries may provide explanations of social problems, 
social policy, and engagement strategies, but it is largely centred from the Western 
perspective where services are often concentrated in metropolitan areas (Payne & 
Askeland, 2008). This poses a problem in an international setting where countries 
such as Asia and the Pacific Islands rely heavily on English-language textbooks to 
inform practice, despite the fact that these nations have strong rural communities and 
significantly different socio-political landscapes (Faleolo, 2013). 
 ‘Knowledge is not an unconditional entity’ (Chenoweth & McAuliffe, 2012, 
p. 135). All knowledge, including social work knowledge, is created within a 
historical, political, cultural, and economic context. Moreover, knowledge is given 
validity by those who seek to control the development and dissemination of 
knowledge (Foucault, 1984). Within the social work profession, Dominelli (2010) 
identifies a number of forces that shape social work, including the fiscal and 
economic climate, increased demands on service provision, social work’s spread as a 
global profession, and the influence of international organisations such as the 
International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW) and the International Association 
of Schools of Social Work (IASSW). These forces, either individually or 
collectively, impact upon the nature of social work and how it is understood, 
interpreted, and practised across the world. Whether we consider social work as an 
activity or a profession, a social institution or a formally organised occupational 
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group, its validation is bound up with knowledge. If knowledge informs actions, 
social work, as an entity, requires knowledge in order to direct action. Knowledge 
therefore, is closely connected to validity and validation, because central to the idea 
of knowledge is a belief that it will be useful in guiding action (Beckford, 2018). 
Understanding social work as a profession therefore involves careful consideration of 
existing social work bodies of knowledge and the way in which this knowledge is 
validated. 
Within social work, the process of knowledge validation relies on the social 
mechanisms by which existing power and authority is maintained and change is 
resisted or pushed forward. These can create hierarchies of knowledge where only 
one type of social work knowledge is validated. Commitment to particular 
knowledge sometimes leads to rejection of alternative ways of knowing (Trevithick, 
2012; Payne & Askeland, 2008). When reflecting on all of the different influences 
and sources of knowledge that drive our understanding of what we perceive social 
work to entail, it may be useful to see social work as a what Catherine McDonald 
(2006) terms a ‘professional project’. Drawing from the Weberian view of society as 
an entity in which different groups are competing for economic, social, and/or 
political rewards, professions also become a group competing in this social arena. 
Such professional entities, including social work, form an occupational group often 
linked with specific academic qualifications and pursue a ‘project’ in order to 
improve and maintain their position within the social arena. In the context of social 
work, the ‘professional project’ refers to the various undertakings and required 
characteristics espoused by those wishing to propel the idea of social work as a 
collective identity. 
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Professional projects are political, in the sense that they are primarily driven 
with outlining boundaries to distinguish between them and others and thus create a 
barrier between who’s in and who’s out. Those who are in receive greater 
recognition and status than those on the out (McDonald, 2006). The notion of the 
social work professional project is of particular relevance to Fiji as the varying 
organisational, political, and professional agencies compete for a voice in the social 
work arena. Currently, the Fiji Association of Social and Community Workers 
(FASCW) is undergoing a national review of its definition of social work, and plans 
have been tabled in Cabinet for a potential national social workers registration board. 
Although the outcome of these measures is yet to come to fruition, it will 
undoubtedly have an impact in terms of who is included versus excluded when it 
comes to the social work practice space within Fiji. Within the emerging social work 
identity across the Pacific Islands, social service agencies, community groups, 
government policies, laws and institutions, education and training providers, and 
associations such as FASCW are likely to have a role to play in determining how 
social work is understood, enacted, and enabled. It is representatives from each of 
these practice domains that have indeed contributed to the content, ideas, and 
opportunities presented in this thesis. 
 
The question of universality 
International definitions of social work are broad, and, in theory, provide 
scope for indigenous ways of knowing and practising social work to be incorporated; 
however, in reality, Western constructions of social work continue to be privileged in 
Fiji (Ravulo, 2017). Fiji’s colonial history, a heavy dependence on foreign aid, and 
the influence of globalisation contribute to an environment where Western social 
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work models may supersede or drown out efforts to articulate and celebrate models 
of non-Western practice. Given the divergent epistemological and ideological basis 
of individualised Western practice models to that of more collectivist social ideals 
espoused across many Pacific Island nations (Va’ai & Nabobo-Baba, 2017), this is 
problematic. Beecher and colleagues (2012) argue that in the context of increasing 
globalisation, the social work profession should foster a rich and diverse 
understanding of social work practice by embracing indigenous understandings of 
practice. This is particularly pertinent if schools of social work are to uphold their 
commitment to culturally relevant education as the provision and transfer of higher 
education continues to spread internationally (Gray & Coates, 2008; Heron, 2011). 
It is important to acknowledge that although the import of social work ideas 
through international relief efforts and exposure to Western education has been 
occurring in Fiji for several decades, cultural and social protocols play a huge role in 
inhibiting the development of a social work professional agenda (Ravulo, 2017). 
Social perceptions and stigma inform the way social issues are conceptualised with 
and therefore the manner in which social workers are positioned to respond to these 
issues. Added to this, social work is often understood to be an innate part of island 
culture and kinship care rather than a professional vocation (Furuto, 2013, Beecher et 
al., 2012). Dominelli (2010) argues that social work is a contested terrain, with 
international bodies suggesting that social work can be understood as a globalised 
profession with a shared value base. Others highlight the privileging of Western 
ideology in this process and call for indigenous and endogenous forms of social work 
to be better incorporated in global attempts to define social work practice (Dominelli, 
2010; Gray et al., 2013; Gray & Fook, 2004; Faleolo, 2013; Ugiagbe, 2015). Payne 
and Askeland (2008) further recognise the way in which social work is involved in a 
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process of knowledge construction and knowledge validation. Within the context of 
globalisation and the spread of social work as a formalised area of academic study 
across the Pacific Islands, additional complexities about who is involved in 
knowledge construction and validation need to be considered (Heron, 2011). 
A core aim of this thesis is to contribute to the current gap in documented 
written knowledge by exploring how individual social workers experience, interpret, 
and practice social work in Fiji. Listening to the experiences of Fiji-based social 
workers as they share stories from their practice offers valuable insights into social 
work’s continuing debates regarding international constructions and definitions of 
social work. This is accomplished in chapter 4 by first acknowledging the various 
characteristics that are seen as synonymous with Fijian experiences of ‘everyday 
life’. This includes examination of the cultural norms, values, and beliefs and the 
way in which certain voices are privileged in attempts to promote a homogenous 
Fijian cultural identity. Similar privileging is then observed within an emerging 
professional agenda for social workers in Fiji, including friction amongst those have 
obtained overseas training and qualifications. This is juxtaposed against a social 
context that simultaneously seeks to prioritise traditional modes of social care. The 
role of social structures, including elements of gender, race, and age all interact to 
behaviours of practice and distinct understandings of the role and purpose of social 
work. This thesis documents these diverse understandings in an effort to celebrate 
local ‘Fijian’ approaches to the provision of social care and support. 
 
Conclusion 
In Pacific epistemology, research is a process by which knowledge creation is 
done in a place and time. Thus, what is known or considered to be knowledge 
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reflects the knower’s circumstances and perspective (Nabobo-Baba, 2008). In order 
to understand how constructions of ‘social work’ are manifested in Fiji, it is 
imperative to acknowledge the dominance of Western perspectives and seek to 
engage in de-colonising practices that uphold localised ways of being, knowing, and 
doing (Va’ai & Nabobo-Baba, 2017). The use of Pacific frameworks and metaphors 
as a tool for de-colonising research methodology are outlined in the following 
chapter.
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Chapter 3: De-colonising research through 
talanoa 
Ravulo (2016) encourages collaboration and partnership between the West 
and Pacific Island communities, while also stressing that there are fundamental 
differences between Western and Pacific epistemological approaches to social 
research, and these need to be acknowledged. Added to this, Pacific Island 
communities are particularly vulnerable to the phenomenon of being researched ‘on’ 
rather than ‘with’ (Pacific Health Research Council, 2003). In the past, the West has 
been slow to accept the value of indigenous worldviews because of their apparent 
lack of ‘scientific knowledge’ (Faleolo, 2013). Indeed, the social and political 
sciences have maintained the idea of expert social researchers, and thus have often 
rejected the idea that local people, untrained in the theories and methods of 
conventional social science, can make valuable contributions to both the form and 
the substance of a social research process (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012). Sadly, this 
privileging of Western epistemological thought contributes to a cross-cultural 
research context where the Western researcher ‘examines’ the experience of non-
Western participants (Farrelly & Nabobo-Baba, 2014; Tamasese et al., 2005). Such 
an approach fails to appreciate the nuances of the local context and produce research 
that is meaningful, appropriate, and culturally viable for non-Western community 
contexts (Vaka, Brannelly & Huntington, 2016). Therefore, research strategies that 
seek to understand and interpret data by drawing on indigenous constructs and local 
knowledge base are vital (Ravulo, 2016; Vaka et al., 2016; Farrelly & Nabobo-Baba, 
2014; Tuhiwai- Smith, 2012; Tamasese et al., 2005). 
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The Fiji research environment 
Within Fiji there are three national languages: Baun, a dialect originally 
spoken by chiefs from a small island, north of Suva, known as Bau; Fiji-Hindi 
(Hindustani), and English. These languages are significant as they represent the 
recognition of chiefly heritages across the islands of Fiji, the migration of Indian 
indentured labourers to Fiji, and an intertwined history of British colonisation.  The 
legacy of colonisation has also lead to ongoing ethnic tensions between Indo-Fijian 
and i’Taukei, or indigenous Fijians that has been largely capitalised upon for political 
gain (Lal, 2014; Kumar & Prasad, 2004; Trnka, 2005).   
From the outside, Indo-Fijians appear to uphold many of Indian religious 
customs, cuisine, and fashions. However, the reality is that Indo-Fijians have realised 
that their social and cultural distance from India is too great to be linked by a shared 
ethnicity of ‘Indian’. Instead, many Indo-Fijians identify first and foremost as Fijian 
nationals, despite having ancestral links to India (Voigt-Graf, 2008).  This has led to 
misunderstandings about where Indo-Fijians are most likely to find a place of 
‘belonging’, as while there are strong ethnic ties to India, Indo-Fijians remain a 
distinct and proud community, with several generations being born and raised in Fiji 
(Lal, 2014).   
Although these tensions are often positioned under the guise of ethnicity 
(Kumar & Prasad, 2004) a more accurate summation is that Fiji’s colonial history 
continues is insidious within socio-political engagements.  Indeed the topic of 
colonialism, ethnicity and political tensions in Fiji are worthy of a dissertation in 
their own right.  As such, it is outside the scope of this thesis to unpack the complex 
political climate in which daily life occurs within Fiji.  However I will flag that I 
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began this thesis journey while Fiji was still under Military rule and that political 
sensitivities remain despite the more recent 2018 ‘democratic’ election. 
In addition to the religious, political and colonial influences of daily life in 
Fiji, social research has not historically been regarded as a high priority in the Pacific 
region (Pryor, Finau & Tukuitonga, 2000). This is largely due to an inference that 
experimental pursuit of knowledge is an intellectual luxury, in contrast to tangible 
outcomes which are clearly linked to the here and now of day-to-day survival (Finau, 
1995). Pacific researchers are sometimes perceived by Pacific communities as an 
‘elite group’ (PHRC, 2003) and, as such, many Pacific Island communities are 
disengaged from research generation and contributing to the development of 
knowledge and innovation. Research that has been conducted is often underutilised 
due to the divergence of need and understanding between the researcher and the 
researched (Finau, 1995). Given this context, research concerning Pacific Islander 
communities must go beyond assumptions that underpin Euro-centric Western 
structures, institutions, knowledge, and epistemologies (Ravulo, 2017). Such 
research needs to reflect upon the importance of Pacific worldviews underpinned by 
Pacific values, belief systems, and ways of sharing knowledge (Foleolo, 2013). 
 
Talanoa as a Fijian research method 
Talanoa in the more literal sense may be understood as a process of meaning-
making through discussion (Halapua, 2003). It is a Pacific way of constructing and 
building consensus within a community and is used widely in Fiji to discuss matters 
of importance (’Otunuku, 2011). It is a process where stories are explored to unpack 
meaning and gain agreement on a course of action or set of ideas discussed 
collectively (Vaka et al., 2016). In broader terms, talanoa can refer to a process of 
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discussion, conversing, story-telling and talking, and has roots in the Islands’ strong 
oral tradition (Tunufa’i, 2016). Though the term may be applied to informal 
conversations between friends or community members, it has more formalised 
connotations that link to a set of cultural protocols and expectations (Halapua, 2003). 
Others still use the term talanoa interchangeably as a process of informal and open-
ended interviews (Farrelly & Nabobo-Baba, 2014; Tunufa’i. 2016). However, 
Farrelly and Nabobo-Baba (2014) argue for a more culturally nuanced approach that 
recognises the political, cultural, and socio-ecological dimensions inherent within 
talanoa. An appreciation of the impact of these dimensions when drawing on talanoa 
as a research method contributes to a more ethical and empowering approach to 
working within Pacific communities. 
In order to best meet the cultural needs of Pacific communities, there needs to 
be an understanding of how health, well-being, and positive social care are defined, 
understood, and experienced. This is especially paramount when Fijian worldviews 
differ from the prevailing, usually Western constructions of health and well-being 
(Vaka et al., 2016). Added to this, social work research runs the risk of being seen as 
an act of neo-colonialism, if the development of research projects continues to be 
based in Western epistemology where research processes are applied to, or on, 
participants (Tamasese et al., 2005). In constructing paradigms of what constitutes 
social work by drawing on mainstream Western theory, social work marginalises 
indigenous and local knowledge and engages in what Ravulo (2017, p. 191) refers to 
as ‘intellectual colonisation’. As such, research strategies that seek to understand and 
interpret data by drawing on indigenous constructs and local knowledge base are 
vital (Tuhiwai Smith, 2012). 
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Talanoa teaches Pacific people about society and its landscape, with its many 
layers, structures, dynamics, and boundaries, and, therefore, about connection with 
the land, society, extended family, and, most importantly, identity (Fonua, 2005). 
Talanoa as a research tool was useful for me in asking questions not only about 
cultural context and the social work practice landscape, but in obtaining an 
understanding of the way social workers in Fiji construct their identity as both 
members of the Fijian community and as (professional) social workers. Pacific 
researchers have urged Pacific Islanders to use talanoa as a cultural resource, rather 
than using Western-imposed frameworks to try to solve locally experienced issues 
and problems (Faleolo, 2013; Fonua, 2005; Halapua, 2003). Vaka and colleagues 
further suggest that ‘talanoa is able to open up the dialogue to construct quality 
research evidence to ultimately support the development of practice, which will be 
culturally relevant and appropriate and can lead to improved health-related 
experiences for all people in society’ (Vaka et al., 2016, p. 543). 
As more and more non-Pacific researchers recognise the importance of local 
or indigenous systems of knowledge, awareness also raises the need to avoid 
interpreting others’ actions solely through the researcher’s own cultural lens. 
Tunufa’I (2016) suggests that talanoa may present a space for this to occur. Talanoa 
can be intended for use a de-colonising research method when the researcher 
acknowledges the way in which knowledge is shared between the researcher and 
participants to facilitate a collective understanding of an issue or phenomenon 
between all involved in talanoa. Zhao (2012) suggests this creates an ‘active subject 
to subject’ relationship which potentially subverts a power imbalance between 
researcher and participants. In talanoa settings, meaning-making is shared amongst 
all participants, and the researcher becomes an active part of the process rather than a 
The challenge with defining social work in Fiji 
48 
passive observer. Such a process supports my intention to be collaborative and 
inclusive throughout the thesis research journey. 
Halapua (2003) was one of the key contributors to write about the process of 
talanoa as a way of facilitating culturally appropriate engagement and negotiation 
within the context of Fiji’s political coups. Halapua (2003, 2008) offers a useful 
contribution to understandings of talanoa through his definition of the process as 
‘engaging in dialogue with, or telling stories to each other absent of concealment of 
the inner feelings and experiences that resonate in our hearts and minds. Talanoa 
embraces our worldviews of how we can and ought to live and work together 
collectively, and relate to one another as members of society’ (Halapau, 2008 p.1). 
This highlights the way in which experience of social phenomenon cannot be 
understood within the Fijian cultural context, without a recognition of the way in 
which this impacts upon spirituality and relationships with others. Phenomena or 
issues under study cannot be viewed as objective or separated from the lived and 
personal experiences of those describing the situation. Talanoa, therefore, is a way of 
meaning-making, underpinned by Pacific epistemological positions of participants 
(Tunufa’I, 2016). 
Although the social sciences have recognised the role of emotion in research 
more so than empirical science, empathy in phenomenology and ethnographic 
research tends to still be regarded as subjective in nature (Farrelly & Nabobo-Baba, 
2014), i.e., the researcher projects his or her own emotional framework to interpret 
the experiences of others, which in turn creates an asymmetrical, passive, subject-to-
object relationship (Zhao, 2012). Talanoa provides a tool whereby the researcher and 
participants are mutual contributors to knowledge and provides scope for 
‘transformative intercultural communication’ (Farrelly & Nabobo-Baba, 2014, p. 
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323). Talanoa research should be undertaken with the understanding that it is 
culturally embedded within a Fijian epistemology which values reciprocity, and the 
exchange between the researcher and participants should be viewed as interpersonal 
and collaborative. Thus, talanoa should be an intentional process whereby the 
researcher is both a learner and a co-contributor to knowledge (Vaka et al., 2016). 
In Pacific contexts where culture is relational, self- identity cannot be 
constructed without an understanding of your interconnectivity to the world around 
you (Nabobo-Baba, 2008).  Being open to challenge my own Western assumptions 
and learn more about Fijian worldviews was vital to building an authentic 
relationship with community.  I had to be willing to accept when my own values 
were challenged, that this was a result of my own epistemological positioning and 
not because of any inherent ‘truth’ of my own ideas.  I had to be willing to enter a 
space of reciprocity and collective consciousness.  This on occasions meant sharing 
time, food, books and stationary, attending sporting events and church functions, 
accepting invitations to travel and stay in villages, participant in weddings or 
religious ceremonies, learn the local language, and share resources and assist in clean 
up when the community was affected by flood and cyclones.  I was open to talk 
about my family, my background, my research, my hopes, my spirituality, and yet at 
other times be willing to keep my mouth shut and say nothing at all.  I did this, not 
because of a sense of obligation or quid pro quo, but because of a genuine curiosity 
to learn and contribute.   
When Vaka and colleagues (2016) wrote of their experiences using talanoa to 
explore issues of mental health in the Pacific, they stressed the importance of 
relationship within the research process: ‘Accessing good data is relational, and a 
good relationship between the researcher and the researched is required to provide a 
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solid platform and safe environment for talanoa’ (Vaka et al., 2016, p. 539).  I 
believe my ability to engage in the talanoa process was best helped because of my 
(de facto) marriage to a Fijian man, my work within the community, and living in 
both Fiji and Tonga for several years. Farrelly & Nabobo-Baba (2014) similarly 
suggest that talanoa research is best carried out once periods of prolonged 
community engagement have occurred and where trust, mutual understanding, and 
respect can be established.  For this to occur ‘an extended period of residency is 
necessary’ (Farrelly & Nabobo-Baba, 2014, p. 324). 
Admittedly, the time taken to establish these meaningful relationships was of 
considerable challenge when trying to align with university ethics timelines and PhD 
completion milestones. There was often a clash between the Western objective-
orientated focus of my university and the relational-orientated imperative within the 
Fijian community of which I was a part.  However as Tunufa’I (2016, p. 237) writes, 
the key to the success of talanoa as a research tool ultimately rests on the 
researcher’s cultural qualifications and sensitivities.  Honouring, respecting and 
valuing community and not imposing my own Western constructs of time was 
imperative for upholding a decolonising research position.  For this reason, I choose 
to pursue my PhD research on a part-time basis so as to enable me the opportunity to 
also work, maintain and build friendships within Fiji and actively contribute to the 
community of which I was a part.   
 
De-colonisation in social work research and practice 
A de-colonising approach allows social work to better respond to questions 
about race, racism, ethnicity, and culture that are becoming the focus of debates 
within the political realms of the Asia-Pacific region (Va’ai & Nabobo-Baba, 2017). 
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Such a stance actively seeks to avoid forms of professional neo-colonialism and 
engage in practices that promote cultural reflexivity (Carranza, 2018). Adopting a de-
colonising position within disputed cultural contexts allows for the growth of 
locality-specific knowledge (Tuhiwai- Smith, 2012). This locality-specific 
knowledge can be used to inform social work practice that is culturally relevant, 
facilitate egalitarian and reciprocal learning and knowledge share opportunities, and 
display mutuality in exchange (Va’ai & Nabobo-Baba, 2017). Although challenging, 
it also represents a responsibility that ought to involve all social work educators, 
researchers, and practitioners (Dominelli, 2010a). 
A popular quoted line from Aboriginal Australian activist Lilla Watson: “If 
you have come to help me, you are wasting your time… but if you have come 
because your liberation is bound up with mine, then let us work together”. Linda 
Briskman (2008) builds on this quote by viewing it as a call for action for both 
indigenous and non-indigenous social workers to collaboratively address the colonial 
impetus within social work. If social work research is to be genuine in its efforts to 
honour cultural diversity and indigenous knowledges, we must recognise the ongoing 
risks of neo-colonialism with professionalisation agendas (Zuchowski et al., 2017; 
Nuttman-Shwartz, 2016). As a white Australian researcher working in the post-
colonial context of Fiji, it is imperative that I uphold a de-colonising perspective to 
practice and research. 
De-colonising approaches to practice and research require social workers to 
recognise their race, privilege, validate indigenous wisdom, acknowledge indigenous 
rights, and discard the power they exert in the name of professionalism. ‘Instead of 
seeing Indigenous peoples and communities through the lens of “needing to be 
saved”, Indigenous peoples and communities would be seen as having had and 
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continuing to have the strength and capacity to survive, despite attempts to 
exterminate, enslave, and de-culture them’ (Green et al., 2008, p. 398). Eliminating 
colonialism requires a social worker to overturn the dominant ways of seeing the 
world to avoid perpetuating colonial values (Zuchowski et al., 2017). It involves 
reflecting critically upon and challenging the dominant colonial assumptions implicit 
in social work education and practice (Harms et al., 2014; Briskman, 2008). It 
requires a commitment to human rights and social justice (Green & Baldry, 2008; 
Calma & Priday, 2011; Briskman, 2008) and it involves the transformation of 
educational resources and teaching experiences to value indigenous ways of 
knowing, being, and doing (Tuhiwai- Smith, 2012). 
 
Social constructionism 
The research design for this thesis was based upon the ontological position 
that each person’s experiences are understood according to the meanings he or she 
assigns to this experience, on the basis of their lived understandings of socio-cultural 
milieu (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012). Thus, constructionism recognises alternate ways 
of knowing and reality, and that it is possible for another person’s reality and 
understanding to be completely different from one’s own (Morley et al, 2019).  This 
provides a space where both Fijian experiences of social work and my own Western 
interpretations can be voiced, discussed, and analysed in order to re-imagine a shared 
vision of good social work practice.  Aligning with a decolonising approach to 
research, social constructionism also requires me to recognise how my own personal 
worldviews shape interpretations of research and meaning. This enables me to 
identify my positionality within the research process by acknowledging that both 
researcher and participants construct meaning within the research process.  Again, 
The challenge with defining social work in Fiji 
53 
this is consistent with talanoa and Fijian epistemological positions that see meaning 
making as a collaborative and didactic process (Vaka et al., 2016).  
While the development of social constructionism as a theoretical construct 
may derive from Western academic thought, its applicability in cross-cultural 
research is well established (Mafile’o, 2005; Tamasese, Peteru, Waldegrave & Bush, 
2005). Rather than adopting an either/or approach to cross-cultural research design, 
Tuafuti (2011) suggests that it is important to have collaboration between Western 
and non-Western methodologies. This is further reiterated by Ravulo (2016) who 
highlights a strong need for research collaboration between West and Pacific Island 
communities, particularly within the field of social work.  As a social constructionist, 
I sought to facilitate the process of reconstructing and documenting the realities 
presented by the research participants, while simultaneously being mindful of my 
own values and beliefs. This is consistent with the work of Ravulo (2016), Farrelly & 
Nabobo-Baba (2014) and Tuafuti (2011) who introduce the idea that talanoa can be 
intended for use as a de-colonising research method when the researcher 
acknowledges the way in which knowledge is shared between the researcher and 
participants.  
 
Acknowledging bias and researcher positioning 
Clara Hill (2012), when writing on consensual qualitative research, stresses 
the importance of naming and identifying researcher biases before the research 
begins. Recording biases and expectations prior to the research project, and at 
intermittent stages throughout the process, supports the researcher to be mindful of 
bias and not to neglect their potential impact on the data collection and analysis 
processes (Hill, 2012). I found one useful way to engage with the challenges 
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entwined within researcher positioning was through the use of regular meetings and 
discussions with my supervisors.  This included cultural mentoring and guidance 
from a Fijian academic who played a key role in supervising me during my PhD 
candidature. These supervisory discussions also allowed a space for me to explore 
how I might be viewed from the participants’ perspectives, and the relationship and 
impact this might have had on the manner of the interviews and the content gathered. 
As Douglass (2013, p. 67) asserts, ‘Understanding does not come only from 
individual researchers locking themselves away and reflecting on their data. The 
responses of others to our interpretations are a central part of the process of 
developing a trustworthy account.’ The recognition of the way meaning can be made 
within collaborative and social arenas also aligns well with talanoa that facilitates 
opportunities to construct shared understandings of knowledge (Vaka et al, 2016). 
 
Research design and implementation  
Talanoa was used because of the recognition that in the Fijian context, issues 
of importance are often discussed collectively (Vaka et al., 2016). In particular, the 
talanoa group method provides opportunity for in-depth discussion that encourages 
the exploration of meaning. It also allows comparisons of an individual’s experience 
with others in the group and may facilitate a shared understanding of the issue or 
phenomenon under discussion (Tamasese, Peteru, Waldegrave & Bush, 2005). This 
was a powerful research tool as it stimulated discussion on what constitutes ‘good 
practice’ by providing participants the opportunity to share their stories and strategies 
for success. By making the good practice story the primary focus of discussion, 
participants were able to collectively assign meaning to their experiences.  Such an 
approach to cross-cultural research seeks to value traditional models of knowing and 
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limit the privileging of Western epistemology as the basis for which knowledge must 
be interpreted (Farrelly & Nabobo-Baba, 2014). 
Added to this, drawing on talanoa as a research method recognises the power 
of symbolism and metaphor in the formation of Pacific understandings and identity 
(Farrelly & Nabobo-Baba, 2014). Participants were able to draw, articulate, and 
imagine their professional practice identities by drawing on the idea of the body as a 
metaphor. This assisted in constructing a collective sense of the skills, knowledge, 
and understanding required to undertake the role of a social worker. Again, the focus 
of the research in this space was not about aligning answers to research questions, 
but on collaboratively assigning meaning to the lived practice experiences and 
emerging identities of those who consider themselves social workers. Ravulo (2016) 
shares that the richness of language is encapsulated within the metaphors and 
terminologies used within Pacific communities. Such richness shapes our 
understandings of Pacific ways of knowing and doing, and are vital not only in 
Pacific Island communities but for the social worker seeking to engage in this 
practice space. Talanoa as a research method was well suited to gathering participant 
views on how best to conduct and facilitate meaningful practice in Fiji. 
In addition to groups, I also engaged in talanoa (discussions) with social 
workers on an individual basis. The individual interview process allows for the 
participant to be in the centre of the research inquiry and values their unique insights 
and contribution to the research process. The strength of interviews further rests in 
the way in which language is used as a tool to construct a representation of the world 
in which both the interviewer and interviewee are able to discover more about 
themselves (Chowdhury, 2014). In this manner, participants also become active 
contributors to knowledge, and not merely passive subjects being researched on, 
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rather than with. Such approaches to research lend themselves to being a 
collaborative rather than an isolated experience (Va’ai & Nabobo-Baba, 2017) and 
further respects Fijian understandings of talanoa. 
 
Research participants  
Talanoa was held in the six major townships of Fiji, namely Suva, Nausori, 
Lautoka, Nadi, Labasa, and Savusavu.  In total, 42 practitioners comprising 26 
females and 15 males participated in individual conversations.  Pseudonyms have 
been used when presenting participant narratives in recognition of the challenges to 
maintain privacy and confidentiality within small community and Pacific Islander 
contexts. In addition to individual talanoa, group discussions were also held in Suva 
and Labasa.  Between 5 and 14 people elected to participate in each group, with a 
total of 19 group talanoa participants. None of the people who participated in the 
talanoa groups had previously shared individual interviews with me, which added to 
the depth and diversity of research participants for this study.   61 total participants 
represent three of the four major divisions in Fiji: the Central, Northern, and Western 
Divisions.   Further participant demographics are included in appendix A. 
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Figure 3: Map of Fiji Showing Administrative Divisions 
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Coding and analysis 
An inductive approach within talanoa was attractive to me, as it allowed me 
to examine the research scenario within the Fijian practice setting, and to get an idea 
and intuitive sense of the lived practice experiences of participants (Chowdhury, 
2014). Aware of my position as a white kai valangi outsider, I was driven by a strong 
commitment to maintain the integrity of the research participants and to provide a 
platform for the experiences of Fijian social work practitioners to be shared with a 
wider audience through my thesis publication. I felt that an inductive approach 
honoured the voices of the participants as the primary drivers of content.  However, 
in practice, purely inductive reasoning proved too challenging, because the themes 
and patterns were not always clear and ‘theories’ difficult to extrapolate. The process 
was not always linear and thus benefited from having cross-over with more 
deductive approaches to analysis. What ensued was a more plausible data analysis 
process, where conclusions were made from the data flowing between the inductive 
process of generating themes and codes from the data and the more deductive 
process of checking how these themes apply to broader and pre-existing constructs of 
social work. 
Douglass (2013) contributes to this position by arguing that interpretations 
about data are made, rather than found. Although every effort was taken to promote 
the voices within Fijian social work paradigms, Douglass (2013, p. 73) posits that 
data analysis is not something that is easily separated from data collection. Both 
involved many choices made by me, the researcher, regarding the epistemological 
positioning, research methodology, participant sample, lines of questioning, what to 
pursue, and what to leave out. These choices were all are product of, and integral to, 
developing an interpretation through qualitative analysis. Mindful of this, I preferred 
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to make my interpretive and analytical process explicit throughout the research 
process by engaging in a process of deliberate self-reflection. This further involved 
supervisory meetings and peer debriefing to check interpretations and develop 
meanings gathered through transcribing, reading and coding of data. 
 
Ethical considerations 
Learning from Meo-Sewabu’s (2012, 2014) experiences of researching in Fiji 
and commentary on culturally ethical processes, I was mindful of the risks of 
subjugating indigenous ‘lay’ knowledge and the cultural pressures for participants to 
be warm and accommodating to my requests for assistance. I therefore made efforts 
to ensure that research engagement was mutually beneficial by the sharing of food, 
ideas, training resources, and my time through active service to the community. 
Relationships based on respect and reciprocity between stakeholders, research 
participants, and myself needed to be established (Nabobo-Baba, 2008). I was 
committed to the lengthy process of establishing rapport and trust within the Fijian 
community I was to interact with. During my five years working and living in Fiji, I 
vowed to uphold principles of confidentiality and informed consent, and 
acknowledge the importance of Fijian cultural values such as spirituality, family, 
respect, service, and reciprocity throughout the research process and beyond. 
When writing on research processes within Fiji, Otsuko (2006) highlighted 
the importance of taking time to establish culturally appropriate interpersonal 
relationships, and to build a rapport with local participants. Halapua (2005) argues 
that the way of the people of the Pacific nations is spoken, rather than written, and 
talanoa (informal chat/discussion) is commonly practised by those who live in the 
Pacific Islands.  Talanoa as methodology was best positioned to facilitate face-to-
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face discussions consistent with a process of rapport building and enabling dialogue. 
Ramacake (2010) suggests this talanoa process is further aided by adhering to 
cultural protocols; for example, the presentation of a yaqona (kava) to participants 
prior to undertaking any work. Despite none of the interviews taking place in a rural 
or village setting (in which kava drinking would be required), on nearly all occasions 
the interview involved the sharing of food, commonly tea, bread, and cakes. This 
processes of sharing food was similar to an approach I took when working on the 
2011–2013 Health in Prisoners within Fiji (HIP Fiji) report (Burnett Institute and the 
Secretariat of the Pacific Community) where bread and biscuits were offered as a 
loloma, a symbol of reciprocity, to the study participants when they were interviewed 
post-release from prison. 
Positive and reciprocal relationships formed throughout the research process 
were integral to the ‘success’ of the research process. I, as both the researcher and a 
former member of the community, am accountable to Pacific peoples and the 
participants who shared their stories; long after any formal university research 
process is complete. This is consistent with research guidelines produced by the 
Pacific Health Research Council (2003).  Formal approval to conduct research in Fiji 
was also granted by the Fijian Ministry of Education, the Department of 
Immigration, and with endorsement by the University of the South Pacific.  A copy 
of relevant research permits and approvals are included in the appendices. 
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Chapter 4: Reflections on Everyday Life 
“Learning and knowledge are not divorced from the realities of everyday life 
experiences and ideas are expressed through people’s experiences over time.” 
(Thaman, 2003, p. 7) 
 
This chapter is entitled “Reflections on Everyday Life” in an attempt to 
document experiences of what it is to live and participate within daily cultural life in 
Fiji. It is these individual and collective constructions of the Fijian cultural landscape 
that form the basis for how social work practice may best be understood and 
interpreted within Fiji. I have endeavoured to present this chapter as an authentic 
written representation of the verbal accounts and descriptions of the lived experience 
of research participants. According to the Fijian scholar Nabobo-Baba (2006), how 
Fijian people view the world influences their beliefs and philosophies as well as what 
they consider to be important knowledge. As such, the way in which Fijian social 
workers and their clients interpret and understand the world around them has a direct 
impact upon the way in which social work is enacted, and the values attributed to 
good social work outcomes (Ling, 2007). As a white Western female looking in, I am 
wary that my own values and beliefs influence how I interpret and understand my 
engagement with Fijian participants. For this reason, I have tried to limit 
comparisons that may establish a Western-Fijian binary by drawing extensively on 
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Vanua and cultural identity 
In the 1983 seminal cultural text Vaka I Taukei: The Fijian Way of Life, 
Asesela Ravuvu draws attention to vanua as the basis on which social structures are 
constructed within hierarchical relationships. The vanua is understood as the living 
soul or human manifestation of the physical environment that members both belong 
to and to which they claim belonging (Varani-Norton, 2017). Vanua directly 
translates to ‘land’, however for vanua to be recognised, it must have people living 
on it; a land without people is likened to a person without a soul (Ravuvu, 1983). 
This highlights the relationship of Fijian people to land and the sacred connection 
between land, the creatures that inhibit the land, and the greater cosmos (Va’ai & 
Nabobo-Baba, 2017). An older i’Taukei woman in her forties offers her reflections 
of vanua as a unique aspect of Fijian daily life: 
It's the Fijian culture, it’s just the way I talk. I use my connection if, say, I’m 
from Lomaiviti and I’m here in Vanua Levu, we are ‘tauvu’, which means we 
have that joking relationship. Then, if I say I’m from Lomaiviti, when I say 
that, they will calm down. What I’m trying to say is that's how unique Fiji is. 
Wherever you go around Fiji, you know where you stand as a Fijian. You know 
it's okay, because you know your link to that person because of your 
relationship to the land. Where you are from, where someone else is from, 
shapes the way you handle relationship. I would say we are unique in that 
sense. When you say ‘Where you from?’ I say my village, my Tokatoka, my 
province. Then they know ‘No wonder she has every right to talk here’, it's like 
that because that is our relationship, our identity (Alesi). 
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Vanua represents both land and clan and highlights the interconnection 
between both of these entities in the construction of Fijian social structures and 
worldviews (Varani-Norton, 2017). This cultural understanding manifests in people 
greeting one another by asking ‘Where are you from?’ rather than a more Western 
practice to ask “How are you?”. As Saini suggests: 
I think it has to do with our cultural history – it's always that we want to 
know the kinship relation that you come from. Sometimes we do it to a 
foreigner because we might have travelled there. I’m very fond doing that. If I 
know she's from Australia, I would say, ‘Which part of Australia you from?’ I 
would love to know. I always get connected by doing that. (Saini) 
 
This sense of interconnection and relationship between person and place, or 
land, was a key feature in participant reflections on Fijian culture. In Samoan and 
Tongan philosophy this may be referred to as va, representing the social and spiritual 
relations that define cultural practice (Thaman, 2006). Similar to concepts of vanua, 
va defines rules of social engagement, and guides and reinforces relationships 
between self and others in community (Koya-Vaka’uta, 2014). As Jeremiah explains: 
In Fiji we have own unique way in which we are inter-related. Like, for me, 
I’m from one province, and out of thirteen province, we are all related to all 
these thirteen province. For example, I’m not from this province, but if I 
come into this province, we can say jokes – that’s the relationship. Like, we 
are kind of inter-related to each other in Fiji. (Jeremiah) 
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This highlights the centrality of va and vanua and the connection to land, 
community, and culture in the formation of Pacific identities (Koya-Vaka’uta, 2014; 
Nabobo-Baba, 2017). 
Vanua also dictates the social rules of engagement and sets the boundaries for 
how relationships are established and maintained in Fiji (Nabobo-Baba, 2006). A 
woman originally from Routoma describes how vanua manifests in interactions 
between different clans: 
It’s like the defining relationship; so take, like, the gang from Vanua Levu 
and the gang from Ra. The gang from Ra can do what they want; like, the 
relationship is close, so they’re, like, so open and friendly. And there are 
other relationships from different places where they have to respect the 
cultural norms because of where they are from. There are also certain tabos 
(taboos), something to do with where they grew up, what island they’re from, 
where their parents are from, and stuff. So that means that if they’re together, 
they cannot eat together, they do not talk to each other; if they want to talk to 
each other, they’ll have to pass the message on. (Miranda) 
 
Participant reflections on vanua and its influence on daily living emphasise 
the relational and contextual nature of identity formation in Fiji. As the Fijian 
theorist Nabobo-Baba (2017, p. 164) asserts, ‘The self is self, then, because the 
Vanua is, and in essence the self cannot be without the Vanua – it ceases to be.’ Any 
understanding of good social work in Fiji must therefore acknowledge the relevant 
cultural conceptions of self, if it is to be considered de-colonising and effective 
practice (Mafile’o & Vakalahi, 2018). 
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Vanua and social structures 
Vanua ontology not only provides a basis for understanding identity and 
social engagement between clans; it also sets up the parameters for how society is 
structured within the clan, or village setting itself (Nabobo-Baba, 2017). According 
to participants in this study, Fijian society is governed by a complex system of 
hierarchical structures of which socially determined roles are constructed and 
enacted. An i’Taukei woman details her construction of Fijian social structure: 
Here in Fiji it started off with the clan first. Then we have the Turaga ni koro, 
who is like the messenger, who has the responsibility of looking after the clan. 
After the Turaga ni koro, then there are some head of sub-clans. Like, for 
example, the head of the mata ni vanua, the head of the fisherman clan. Mata 
ni vanua is like the spokesperson. After the spokesperson, then we have the 
Sau turaga (second in charge) who is there whenever the chief is not there – 
he is there to handle the village. After the Sau turaga, that’ll be the chief. So, 
the chief is, like, the one who is at the top. (Vasemaca) 
 
Another female participant uses similar phrases to describe her understanding 
of Fijian society, as she elaborates: 
In a village setting, we have the mataqali. Mataqali is just like family. It 
starts as a family and then it goes up to tokatoka. Within that family they have 
two brothers, three brothers, with their families and each expands – it 
expands and comes to a tokatoka. Tokatoka is a sub clan within the village. 
And that village you have the Turaga ni koro. Turaga ni koro is more like a 
spokesperson: he's the rep of the government in the village and the 
spokesperson of the villagers to the government. They are paid by the 
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government. [Then] you have provincial council and you have the mata ni 
vanua – that's the spokesperson of the chief to the vanua. One more, when I 
say vanua, it's the villages together, the province. And the vanua will have a 
tui (chief). (Alesi) 
 
A further component of these clearly demarcated social roles and structures is 
that of nai tavi. In traditional Fijian contexts, nai tavi refers to demarcated social 
roles that entail certain duties, activities, and responsibilities. For example, this 
would include the Turaga ni mataqali or chief, the Sau turaga the one who identified 
the succession plan, the mata ni vanua, which literally translates as the ‘face of the 
land’ and would take on the responsibility of the chair, or the town crier. Other roles 
include the bete (spiritual leader), the bati (warrior), mataisai (carpenter), geonedau 
(fisherman) and bakola (‘proletariat’ or commoners). Strongly linked to nai tavi is 
the concept of itavi, which are the inherent cultural obligations associated with one’s 
allocated social role (Naincoca et al., 2005). These concepts are reflected in the 
narratives of Vasemaca, a woman of Samoan-Fijian background: 
So it’s the chief, the Sau turaga (second in charge), then you have the heads 
of the sub-clans, which there’s a lot – apart from the fisherman, there’s also 
the warriors and the mata ni vanua. The mata ni vanua, are the spokesperson 
of the sub-clans. So after the sub-clans then it’s the Turaga ni koro, who 
looks after the village, then after the Turaga ni koro, it is the head of the 
households. (Vasemaca) 
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Forty-seven-year-old Joe, from Suva, further talks about the way in which 
traditional social structures in Fiji allowed for a clearly demarcated system of social 
care: 
Because, you know, in the communities we have— in the typical village, 
people have their own roles demarcated in the village setup. So, you have, 
you know, the priest, you have the warriors, you have the fishermen, and so 
on. These are people who have the talents. There exists a system within the 
community for care. (Joe) 
 
The social construction of assigned roles and correlating social rules have 
historically created a system in Fiji where clan-based communities are able to divide 
labour, ration resources, and care for those who are sick and/or ageing (Ravuvu, 
1983). One older male participant recounts his experience of a village hierarchical 
system that provides a structure for social order, care, and support in a way that is 
collaborative and requires a whole-of-community approach: 
If the work is big, then it may require the effort of everybody… If somebody’s 
function is coming up, like a wedding, the women from the village or from the 
mataqali want to weave a mat. If, for example, they just come sit together for 
one whole day, and the owner of the house maybe just provide lunch like that, 
and the women will complete that mat within one day, or even two days if it is a 
big mat. So, they combine their effort together; they give their time to achieve 
the goal. (Joshua) 
 
One young woman in her twenties expressed how these traditional structures 
are a strength of traditional Fijian society, as they create a system where social issues 
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can be resolved and elevated via rank, should an appropriate resolution not be found 
immediately: 
I think probably the hierarchy here in Fiji is a strength. Because of the 
hierarchy, the Turaga ni koro knows each [of the] families, so when we’re 
trying to solve each cases with the Turaga ni koro, if he doesn’t solve it, then 
it goes down to somebody in the mata ni vanua, or somebody higher than that 
if he doesn’t. So, I think that is one of the good things about [Fiji], especially 
from the cultural perspective on hierarchies. (Vasemaca). 
 
The complexity and interdependence of Fijian social structures needs to not 
only be acknowledged but also celebrated when working within Fijian communities 
(Nabobo-Baba, 2008). Fijian social structures and beliefs have historically provided 
a sense of identity and social support to the people of the Islands (Nabobo-Baba, 
2006). Social work needs to reject the colonialist supposition that Pacific cultures are 
primitive or lacking in some way (Ravulo, 2017; Thaman, 2013) and be wary of 
models of practice that further perpetuate Western constructs of family as ideal 
(Crichton-Hill, 2017; Faleolo, 2013). As urbanisation and global influence continue 
to undermine historical social structures in Fiji (Varani-Norton, 2017), Fijian 
communities face challenges in accessing support and engaging in newer, alternative 
forms of help seeking (Yeates, 2013). In this space, social workers have an 
opportunity to connect with communities in the delivery of contemporary social care. 
For current-day social work with Fijian communities to be meaningful and culturally 
informed, an appreciation of Fijian worldviews and the significance of kingship 
structures need to take precedence. 
 
The challenge with defining social work in Fiji 
69 
Family and well-being 
Participants consistently described Fijian kinship structures as a cultural 
strength, as a way of providing social support and focusing on the collective well-
being of the clan through shared division of labour and resources. One participant, 
Jioji, talks about how the community came together to help support him when he 
moved homes in order to take up a teaching position. He reflects: 
I remember when I was posted down to one of the schools in the village. I was 
just coming in, I did not have anything, there’s no plantation. So the whole 
village, they come and plant my plantation – like the cassava, they weed up 
and then they plant everything, they set everything so it was ready for me. It 
was a village effort. So, it’s not only sometimes they do it as a family – they 
do it as a mataqali. (Jioji) 
 
Similar to Vasemaca’s comment that the kinship clan structure provides a 
way of elevating the need for assistance based on need, Jioji further reflects on the 
role of both community and family in providing social support. When the burden of 
workload is large, the extended kinship would be a safety net to then step in to ensure 
that the clan was supported: 
If the work is big, then it may require the effort of everybody. Not only that, 
even if there’s any other traditional function, like death in the family or 
wedding, they go from this village to another village – they sort of combine 
together as mataqali. (Jioji) 
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These narratives depict an appreciation of the way in which the clan structure 
establishes a robust model of social care. This traditional social care model involves 
understanding of who is to care for the elderly, who is to take primary responsibility 
for child raising, how best to respond to issues of social deviance, and how to best 
support members of the community who are suffering from disease or ailment. These 
roles often fall along gendered lines, however, they also take into consideration age, 
wealth, ability, clan, and social positioning (class). At the centre of this system is the 
family, or kinship, which then spreads to the wider community. One participant 
provides an example of the way in which this system responds to issues such as 
disability: 
And, for example, in terms of looking after the disabled, if there’s a disability 
in the family, the extended family is always there looking after them, providing 
for them, their needs and everything. (Joshua) 
 
The phenomenon of social care that participants describe represents the 
importance of sautu within i’Taukei Fijian communities. Sautu encapsulates the 
aspirations of Fijian families to achieve and maintain well-being through the 
observance and promotion of cultural protocols (Ministry of Social Development, 
2012). It also denotes the centrality of matavuvale (family) as the cornerstone by 
where harmonious relationships and social well-being originate and are sustained 
(Child, Youth & Family Services, 2015). Within Fijian cultural belief systems, the 
role and significance of family kinship is central to understandings of both identity 
and in establishing community well-being and care (Nabobo-Baba, 2008). As Joshua 
further elaborates: 
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In the Fijian setting we have, and we live in villages, and there’s a lot of the 
close-knit family. The family relation is very strong, so we assist one another. 
(Joshua) 
 
Or, as an older woman, Delai, posits, it would be counter-cultural to deny 
your family assistance or support: 
How can you turn your grandfather’s brother’s son’s wife away? …[to] just 
say, ‘Get lost. No, I'm not going to give you the 5 dalo [taro] that you need.’ 
…[i]n our culture, the reality is that not many people can do that. It's not … 
what your grandfather taught you when you were growing up. So, our values, 
in a way … We look after one another. (Delai) 
 
The significance of family in both Pacific identities and well-being has been 
well documented (e.g., Crichton-Hill, 2017; Child, Youth & Family Services, 2015; 
Nababo-Baba, 2006; Autagavaia, 2001; Children, Young Persons & Their Families 
Service, 1998; Pacific Island Community and Social Workers, 1986). Participant 
reflections on daily life further solidify vavale (family) as an integral component of 
what is it to live and be Fijian. 
 
Gendered experiences of power 
Fijian experiences of family also translate to models of decision-making, as 
well as expectations regarding gendered divisions of labour. Page one of chapter 1 in 
Ravuvu’s 1983 text The Fijian Way is titled ‘Some key principles’ and begins with 
the theme of ‘male emphasis’, highlighting male positioning as leaders and decision 
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makers within kinship models. In descriptions of social structure detailed earlier in 
this chapter, all of the identified key roles are social positions traditionally reserved 
for men. For example, Tui (chief), Sau turaga (second in charge), geonedau 
(fisherman), bati (warrior), Turaga ni koro (village spokesman). The word turaga in 
the Baun language translates to the English noun ‘man’. One participant, who was 
born and raised in Fiji by kai valangi parents, describes this phenomenon within the 
constructs of patriarchy, suggesting: 
Take Fijian culture from an outsider looking in and there’s very much a 
patriarchal, chiefly layer in that [as a woman] you don’t challenge. You just 
get told how things are and you listen and you do what you're told. (Sally) 
 
Other women of indigenous i’Taukei background share their reflections on 
decision-making within the family structure: 
In the home structure, only father will be sole decision maker, the only one 
that will be speaking and dishing out instructions.  (Joyce) 
Or as Peci adds: 
They think that a woman should listen to what the husband says, full-stop. 
(Peci) 
 
Another i’Taukei woman, Melba, further hypothesises that, as men are 
traditionally positioned as the decision makers, this has ramifications for the role of 
women, particularly in a domestic capacity: 
In a normal Fijian family, father will just sit and play [the] patriarchal role. 
Mother would just be at the kitchen or bedroom. You know, she's the person 
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on that side of the room, the father's on this side of the room; he comes in and 
dumps everything and she cleans it up. (Melba) 
 
The experiences of Melba, a female of middle age, hint at a notion of women 
being active and doing domestic labour, in this instance, cleaning up after her 
husband. This conceptualisation of gender roles was similarly expressed by another 
female participant of relative age: 
The men, they sit around and just drink the grog (yaqona) and, you know, sit 
back, relax. Meanwhile, the woman has to fix the food, get everything ready, 
run around, clean, and look after the kids – do the work. (Nani) 
 
Again, in this illustration the men are depicted as passive, whilst woman are 
portrayed as carrying the responsibility of domestic labour. This trend was not just 
reserved for women of older generations.  A 21-year-old female participant also 
describes her experiences of the relative positioning between men and women in Fiji: 
Because mostly in our culture males are dominant, they have everything they 
want compared to us as females. (Meraia) 
 
Such narratives are consistent with the writings of Pacific researchers (Meo-
Sewabu, 2016; Varani-Norton, 2009; Kikau, 1986), whose findings also indicate that 
the cultural pressures associated with fulfilling gendered roles, along with the 
physical and mental burden of the time and labour to enact these (domestic) duties, 
left many women feeling powerless. Meo-Sewabu (2016) names this sense of feeling 
powerless as the result of gendered forces that kept women marginalised. Similarly, 
in the research for this thesis, there were examples of women who shared how 
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cultural structures that privileged men as decision makers reduced their sense of 
efficacy. One female participant, Monika, expressed how, as a woman, she felt 
powerless and fearful of challenging the decisions made by men: 
For women, we are powerless, weak. And maybe we fear that our men do 
whatever they want. (Monika) 
 
Monika goes on to link gender inequality with instances of family violence.  
She highlighted tensions in gender equity as men continue to hold the leadership 
positions in society: 
I think in the Pacific Islands it’s very common that we have a lot of domestic 
violence against women and children, and inequality of women through 
discrimination and inferiority. For example, in Fiji, we have a lot of clashes 
with conflict of interest regarding women’s rights, as there were a lot of 
dominant men who were in leadership who went against women’s rights. 
(Monika) 
 
On the other hand, little may have changed since Ravuvu (1983, p. 2) argued 
that ‘The emphasis according to the position and importance of males in the Fijian 
society does not preclude the importance of females … A fact which is often ignored 
is that women who know well and accept their positions in their own society, 
willingly carry out their family duties and other demands and obligations relating to 
their community. They are recognised and admired for their efforts. They are 
respected for displaying specific female qualities.’  
While I am mindful of the dangers of critiquing Fijian cultural norms from 
my position as a white kai valangi, what I will point out from Ravuvu’s text is an 
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underlying discourse that women in Fiji are respected (so long as they continue to 
play a subservient role to men). To me, this is further evidence when Ravuvu (1983, 
p. 8) continues to describe sex differences and the division of labour in Fiji, 
expressing that ‘the husband has considerable authority over his wife, who is 
expected to respect and obey him … although women influence men to some extent 
in decision-making, the man is the head of the house and has the final say.’ 
One woman suggests that this belief regarding the role of women to serve and 
obey is directly linked with experiences of violence: 
They think that a woman should listen to the what the husband says and yet she 
gets beaten up and then people say, ‘Why did she get beaten up?’ 
‘Well, she didn’t do this for her husband.’ 
‘Uh, okay, she deserves it.’ (Peci). 
 
Indeed, a number of female participants were able to describe a correlation 
between the perceived power inequality between men and women in Fiji, and 
occurrences of gender-based violence. An Indo-Fijian woman in her thirties further 
links experiences of gender-based violence to cultural assumptions of gender roles: 
With gender-based violence, just because society is such that men are treated 
superior to women, still now for some people, it’s very hard for them to get help, 
especially from their family members too, because they judge the woman or the girl, 
saying ‘They are bad’, or they are not fulfilling their role. (Alfrada)	
 
Although the commentary regarding gender-based violence was expressed 
most strongly through engagement with female participants, male participants also 
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offered reflections of family and community violence. Sairusi reflects on his own 
experiences growing up: 
We grew up with domestic violence. Our father – we saw our mothers being 
punched, and everyone just trying to mind their own business. And then you 
see next door the people are holding the stick and the lady is beaten until she 
blacks out. But nobody says anything. Everybody’s just ‘isa, isa’. They have 
that pity, or sympathy for the person, but nothing is done. So that is that. 
(Sairusi) 
	
Sairusi’s comments show that experiences of family violence are not unique 
to women and that those working within social work roles may have also had their 
own personal experiences of witnessing violence. He also alludes to a context where 
speaking out against violence is not actively encouraged. Sairusi further reflects: 
You know, because it has been happening, people think that it’s okay, it’s 
normal. They say, ‘Oh, that’s life’. And sometimes, too, that is what comes 
from the victims. They think, ‘Oh, this is normal’. You tell them to report it 
and they think ‘Why would I report it? It’s normal.’ 
 
Although violence against women and children is a serious challenge 
confronting Pacific communities (Fiji Women’s Crisis Centre, 2019), I do not wish 
to insinuate in any way that violence is a Fijian cultural trait. In fact, Nabobo-Baba 
(2006) confirms the opposite is true, that within traditional Fijian cultural narratives, 
violence and conflict are to be avoided. However, I will note that while gender-based 
violence should not be touted as an accepted Fijian cultural position, the influence of 
other cultural discourse involving hierarchy, tradition, and social taboo present 
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challenges when attempting to address issues of gender violence and inequality. Such 
positions have been similarly held by other female academics who have researched 
alongside Fijian women (Varani-Norton, 2014; 2009; Meo-Sewabu, 2016; George, 
2012; Mishra, 2007). To understand help-seeking behaviours within Fijian 
communities, including accessing support for family- or gender-based violence, it is 
imperative that social work practice take full consideration of the cultural context 
(Crichton-Hill, 2017). This includes the construction of social structures and the role 
of traditional models of care, as well as engagement with models of decision-making 
that align with Fijian epistemology and focus on collective well-being and identity. 
 
Respect and authority 
As is already noted in this chapter, social protocol pertaining to one’s gender 
and position within the village influences the way in which interaction with others 
takes place and how power is allotted in decision-making. Demonstrating respect, 
particularly for those in positions of authority, has been described as utmost within 
Fijian values that seek to promote collective harmony (Ministry of Social 
Development, 2012; Nabobo-Baba, 2006). Participants describe the process of 
showing respect as not challenging or confronting people who have perceived 
cultural social rights to makes decisions. As Atu shares: 
For Fijians, we tend to see, like, respect as being quiet, and also, if you have 
an opinion you keep it to yourself. (Atu) 
Those in positions of authority, including men and elders, as well as church leaders, 
teachers, police, politicians, and even social workers, have been entrusted by the 
community to make decisions. To disobey or disagree may be seen as going against 
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the interests of the clan, or promoting individual self-interests and is disrespectful to 
traditional Fijian ways of doing. As Alesi shares: 
Because with Fijian culture it's a tabu for young generation to speak up to 
the old generation. It’s a tabu (prohibition) for ladies to speak out in the 
meeting. (Alesi) 
Or, as Delai relays: 
Because in our culture, if you're a child, you are seen and not heard. If I'm a 
child, I cannot talk back… Especially with fathers, it’s very difficult. Fathers 
will not let their sons think for themselves. (Delai) 
 
Nabobo-Baba (2006), when writing on the significance of cultural protocol, 
also suggests that within his own experiences as an i’Taukei male, some clans and 
individuals have more (speaking) rights than others. To have a quiet disposition is 
deemed vakaturaga (chiefly in nature); alas, keeping and observing silence is 
considered to be demonstrative of cultural respect. Within Nabobo-Baba’s reflections 
of Fijian culture, women were generally expected to be silent. Similarly, children are 
told to observe silence in the village and to be quiet when spoken to by an elder. The 
Fijian expression qalova uaua na moka (to harvest fish traps while the tide is high; 
also, to lack the patience to wait one’s turn in life) is commonly used to indicate that 
it is inappropriate for the young to speak on issues and they must wait their turn. 
Nabobo-Baba (2006, p. 102) suggests that observing cultural protocol around rights 
to speak plays an important role in Fijian cultural life and is ‘maintained so as to 
hear, feel or show respect’. 
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The importance of demonstrating respect by observing cultural protocol was 
stressed by a number of participants.  This includes the need for non-Fijian 
‘outsiders’ to understand and observe traditional protocol, as Joe asserts: 
And that’s one of the first things you should know about [being] here in Fiji, that we 
have our own ways of doing things – our protocols and way of life. As an outsider, 
it’s important to acknowledge tabu, to follow protocol. (Joe)	
 
Arguably by some, observing protocol within Fiji is designed to maintain the 
peace and promote social cohesion (Ravuvu, 1983). Nabobo-Baba (2006, p. 100), in 
writing about Fijian ways of knowing, suggests that ‘Disturbance in the vanua is not 
condoned at any time.’ 
As one participant explains:  
Fijians – we are taught ‘Don’t rock the boat’. (Atu) 
Or as another participant shares: 
 There is a push to maintain the status quo. (Sally) 
 
Varani-Norton (2017) suggests the impetus to promote hegemony amongst 
i’Taukei Fijians has been a deliberate effort by the Ministry of i’Taukei Affairs since 
colonial days. Since colonisation, much discourse surrounding Fijian culture has 
become about cultural preservation. Unfortunately, in efforts to assert i’Taukei 
cultural virtues, hegemonic positions of Fijian culture have also sought to reinforce 
cultural supremacy at the expense of Indo-Fijian experience (Moceituba, 2015; 
Macnaught, 1974; France, 1968). Delai, a female working at a faith-based 
organisation in Suva, explains how the cultural hegemony discourse and pressure to 
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maintain the status quo leads to a situation where Fijians are taught not to question or 
challenge authority: 
[In] Fijian culture, you don’t challenge, you just get told how things are and 
you listen and you do what you're told. (Delai) 
Atu simply adds: 
“Fijians listen and they do.” 
 
Alesi, a 41-year-old woman from Labasa, talks about her experiences of not 
being able to challenge community practice around soli (tithing), despite having 
personal concerns that the money was not being used appropriately. She relays: 
We have the community soli. Soli is where you contribute money for the 
betterment of the community. If the village wants a church hall, people in the 
urban areas, we contribute money, and even overseas we contribute. But then 
there comes a time when we see that it's not fruitful. There’s no church, there 
is no hall. Automatically we say "Oh, no, our money is not well used. So why 
should we contribute? Perhaps we'd invest in our own family.’ Maybe when 
the time comes and the chief can listen, then he might ask for our ideas, but 
we cannot just come in; it's such a structure, it's so strong, we can’t 
challenge. (Alesi) 
 
However, another female comments on the way in which she was able to 
challenge dominant discourse pertaining to gender and the influence of the church: 
A lot of the churches, when they read you the Bible, say, ‘The woman should 
listen to the man’. I walked out of church the last time that was read. And the 
man who was preaching, he came to me and he said, ‘Oh, I noticed when I 
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read this part, you went’. I said, ‘Yes, because you’re taking it out of context’. 
(Peci) 
 
Whereas some participants were able to challenge authority in certain 
contexts, other participants found that the cultural pressures were such that it was 
easier to move to the city rather than try to fight against dominant cultural norms. 
This may suggest a dichotomy between rural and urban life, with the city being 
perceived as more modern and open to new ideas. Emele Varani-Norton writes about 
this changing cultural landscape in the context of formal education. She suggests that 
i’Taukei communities are experiencing rapid social transformation through 
urbanisation and globalisation, and as a consequence, indigenous knowledge is being 
quickly eroded by its conflicts with ‘modern’ Western knowledge and values 
(Varani-Norton, 2017; 2009). What clearly stands out from this thesis research is that 
every Fijian interviewed spoke of the tensions and clashes of values that exist within 
Fiji as the country is exposed to the processes of globalisation.  
We are true persons of culture; my left is the traditionalist, my right is the 
modern, so I’ve to keep that in mind all the time. Sometimes you get so 
frustrated – it's so hard. (Alesi) 
 
 ‘White is right’ 
One of the most fascinating interplays between the need to respect the various 
social paradigms pertaining to authority was the way in which the need to respect the 
church had translated, for one participant, as a need to respect white people: 
[W]e always have that mentality that the white person is right – it’s, like, the 
big belief that’s here in Fiji. (Meraia) 
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Kona Helu Thaman, when documenting the impact of colonisation and 
globalisation on education systems throughout the Pacific Islands, similarly observed 
the phenomenon of needing to respect white people. She suggests that Pacific Island 
education officials tend to view their own cultural values, opinions, and perspectives 
as simply not as good as those overseas ‘experts’ and consultants (Thaman, 2003). 
One participant personifies this when she describes what she believes to be 
community development: 
Community development is where the foreign aid comes in to tell us what we 
need. (Vasemaca) 
 
Varani-Norton (2017) further links this to colonisation where indigenous 
knowledge was historically viewed by the colonisers as inferior and backward, and 
this view, either wittingly or unwittingly, has infiltrated Fijians themselves. 
The influence of Christianity has also contributed to discourse where the 
opinions and beliefs of white people are to be literally taken as gospel (Varani-
Norton, 2009). One participant describes the needs to respect white people as a sign 
of gratitude for bringing ‘education’: 
For us Fijians, the missionaries brought a lot of good things – for us to wear 
clothes, be educated. So that’s the opinion of ours; it’s a sense of gratitude. 
(Meraia) 
 
The term kai valangi in Fiji (palangi in Tonga and Samoa) has been 
translated as the coming of the light, or coming from the sky. The term is 
colloquially used to describe a white person and is associated with the first sightings 
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of white missionaries who both came from the ‘sky’ but also brought with them the 
‘light’ and freedom from sin, represented by Christianity. Meraia suggests: 
Here, at university, you can say that when I’m with my friends and we see a 
female [or] a male lecturer that’s white, we have much respect for them 
because of what they’ve done to us. (Meraia) 
 
This perceived positive correlation between Christianity and colonisation 
within Fiji (Kaplan, 1990; Forman, 1984), combined with a social belief system 
where authority needs to be obeyed, sets up a context where white Western educators 
are unequally positioned (Varani-Norton, 2017). Meraia goes on to recount a 
situation in her university class where she felt unable to challenge a white lecturer 
who was insinuating that colonisation and the impact of missionary activity had been 
detrimental to Fijian society: 
Anthropologists think that missionaries took away all the rich culture that 
Fijians had – they changed everything. So, anthropologists, they hated that 
part. But for us Fijians, the missionaries brought a lot of good things… 
and so then we had this big issue about Fijian culture and Western culture 
and how the missionaries came. And we were a bunch of Fijian students and 
we were sitting at the back. No one, not one of us, had the guts to put our 
hands up and just say, ‘I don’t like what you’re saying, and I think what 
you’re saying is wrong – this is my opinion.’ All of us, we were just sitting 
there and held our opinions to ourselves … none of us could confront the 
teacher. (Meraia) 
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Meraia’s narrative shows how Fijian cultural beliefs pertaining to respect 
transpire in the educational context. Beliefs about respecting those who are older, as 
well as who occupy the role of teacher, are upheld, despite personal disagreement. 
Another female participant offers her reflections on not being able to challenge or 
question authority as being linked with experiences of education: 
For me, I think it has a cultural base to do with education. I think there's an 
element of the educational system here being... it may have changed over the 
years, but my experience with the educational system was about rote 
learning. The information those teachers were giving – they had to instruct as 
it was. There was never any creativity and learning things a different way, or 
anything outside of the boundaries of the course. There was never essay 
writing of creative passion, there was never any challenge – you weren’t 
allowed to challenge or question anything. It was about: This is information, 
you learn it correctly, you practice writing the essay word for word, and you 
just repeat in your exam. You weren’t encouraged to ask questions or 
challenge the teachers, or not even challenge the teachers but challenge the 
issues. I think there's also an element of that that's cultural. (Sally) 
 
Ironically, despite being described as expressions of Fijian ‘culture’, both the 
experiences of rote learning in the classroom and the dominance of Christianity are 
the direct result of colonisation (Thaman, 2017; Kaplan, 1990; Forman, 1984). The 
participant commentaries above also align with the existing research of Thaman 
(2003) and Varani-Norton (2017), who highlight the way in which Pacific Islanders 
are socialised to believe their own indigenous cultural knowledge is inferior to 
Western ‘objective’ knowledge bases. I am also aware of the reluctance that 
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participants may have felt to critique or challenge colonisation due to my own 
position as a white researcher. Ravulo (2016) maintains that while the physical acts 
of colonisation have not been pursued in Fiji since independence, the social and 
linguistic domination of Western philosophies has remained largely unquestioned. 
This creates an environment where, as a kai valangi social worker in Fiji, my ideas 
may be uncritically accepted as true. Such a context raises red flags for the influence 
of Western social work within the Pacific Islands. 
 
Conclusion 
This chapter has provided participant reflections on some of the dominant 
social norms and cultural practices in Fiji. Although some of these reflections, such 
as that of family, relationships, and respect, tie directly to Vaka Viti (Fijian 
ontology), other issues pertaining to gender and colonisation reflect a blurring of 
belief systems. Some Pacific writers suggest that being able to draw from both a 
Pacific and Western knowledge basis is vital for Pacific communities to respond to 
the modern-day threats posed by globalisation (Varani-Norton, 2017; Ravulo, 2016). 
Sadly, there is a danger of Western influence imposing beliefs at the detriment of 
Fijian cultural integrity (Ravulo, 2017; Faleolo, 2013). Furthermore, as the 
experiences of globalisation, including climate change, rapid urbanisation, and a 
growing Pacific diaspora spread, tensions between traditional ‘cultural’ practices and 
modernised Western beliefs are being felt within communities (Varani-Norton, 2017, 
2014; Thaman, 2013). All of these factors contribute to a unique practice context in 
which social work in Fiji is to be interpreted and best enacted. It is these contextual 
tensions and dichotomies that are the focus of chapter 5.
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Chapter 5: Vanua and the Fijian Practice 
Landscape 
This chapter seeks to describe the practice context in which participants 
understand, interpret, and enact social work. It acknowledges the significance of time 
and place, as well as relationships, within the narratives of what daily life looks like 
and is experienced in Fiji. It is informed by a de-colonising research position that 
recognises that knowing and knowledge is not ‘a-cultural’ but is both a construction 
of and constructed by the cultural context (Nabobo-Baba, 2006). Despite being 
attracted to terms such as ‘positionality’ and ‘context’ to describe the practice 
landscape in which participants enact social work, I would like to acknowledge the 
significance of va, meaning ‘the space between; a relational space that both separates 
and joins’ (Va’ai & Nabobo-Baba, 2017, p. xi). According to Pacific scholars, the 
conceptions of space, place, and time not only contribute to Pacific epistemologies 
but are also the main constructs by which being and identity can be understood 
(Koya-Vaka’uta, 2014; Anae, 2010; Tamasese, 2007; Nabobo-Baba, 2006; Thaman, 
2006; Amituanai-Toloa, 2006; Ravuvu, 1988). Thus, any decolonised understanding 
of social work ‘knowledge’ in Fiji must recognise the interrelation of these elements. 
Within vanua ontological positioning, knowledge building can start from 
three aspects of vanua: social, cultural, and physical (Varani-Norton, 2017). Vanua 
quite literally translates to ‘land’, but also includes the people, places, and things that 
constitute the land (Nabobo-Baba, 2008). It is the space in which social work is 
enacted, where person both interacts and co-exists with environment. Furthermore, in 
all things social, economic, environmental, political, and spiritual that are part of the 
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vanua, bibi na tamata (people are important), as they assign meaning to these 
phenomena through an understanding of their interconnectedness to self (Nabobo-
Baba, 2017). As such, I have attempted to present this chapter as reflective of 
participant experiences of what it is to live in Fiji, as they make up what is referred to 
as lewe ni vanua, meaning ‘flesh of the land’ (Varani-Norton, 2017). Vanua also 
acknowledges that, as meaning-making is relational, my own experiences as a white 
kai valangi interacting within the Fijian vanua plays a role in shaping interpretations 
of meaning (Thaman, 2013). I offer my own analysis of participant narratives within 
broader debates regarding globalisation and draw on Pacific literature where possible 
to inform these observations. 
 
Constructing self identity in relation to ‘other’ 
Of centrality to participant descriptions of self were narratives around the 
manner in which they perceived Fiji to be relationally driven. Participants describe 
Fiji as being relational in that they do not view themselves in isolation from their 
broader social network; they describe their sense of self in relation to others. One 
i’Taukei woman talked about this in terms of relationship building being an innate 
part of the Fijian identity: 
And that's something natural for us here in Fiji – to build relationships. 
(Mere) 
 
Another also commented on the way in which the focus on relationship building was 
distinct to Fijian culture: 
You know living in America, then living here in Fiji – you can see the 
difference. We are people of relations. (Nanise) 
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Though there can be discord and fluidity within any cultural context (Li, 
2006), on one level, participants were able to describe aspects of Fijian daily life that 
they felt were ‘unique’ to Fiji. 
That is what I mean by uniqueness. You must have known if you come from 
Australia to Fiji that it will be a big difference, but especially for us too. If we 
go there [to Australia] and do our ways of doing life here in Fiji, it will be 
confusing. (Jeremiah) 
 
Talking in comparison to other countries and establishing a sense of 
difference between ‘us’ and ‘them’ is one way in which beliefs about culture norms 
manifest and are further perpetuated (Li, 2006). Words used to describe the ways in 
which Fiji is unique included ‘laid back’, ‘casual’, and ‘friendly’. One participant 
posits:  
I’m not going to give a formal speech, but compared to the rest of the world, 
Fiji’s, like, a very friendly place. (Meraia).  
Another participant adds how this willingness to engage with others, or friendliness, 
has become part of the Fijian cultural landscape; it is perceived as ‘normal’: 
Like, in Fiji, wherever you will go, it’s very normal for people to ask [about 
you], even if you don’t know them. They will just sit and they will ask about you 
and a conversation will start... So, I think it’s cultural practice – like, it’s 
normal. (Sikeli) 
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Interestingly, both participants who had travelled abroad and those who had 
never left Fiji where able to talk in terms of the ways in which Fiji was different or 
‘unique’ to other places. 
If you come in from other parts, not from Fiji, like if you were coming from 
Australia and you are not briefed on the decent ways we do things in Fiji…I 
can see that it would be different if you are coming from other parts, like with 
regards [to] the traditions that we have in this country. (Joshua) 
 
Also of importance to note is that when participants compared life in Fiji to 
that of other countries, cultural difference was almost exclusively compared in terms 
of perceived Western cultural norms. This difference was particularly highlighted 
with regards to neo-liberal and individualist aspects that had become associated with 
Western culture versus a more communal or collective social position. As one 
stipulated: 
I think it’s much different from other cultures, because you [as a Westerner] 
have the economy and stuff to think about – paying money and stuff. In the 
Fijian way of life, it’s about sharing and stuff. (Atu) 
 
Or: 
With the Fijian community, we look after each other, that is how we live … 
but in the overseas countries, it's for their own self. (Siani) 
According to Ling (2007), this sense of collective uniqueness provides a 
feeling of belonging, yet can also be used to prioritise and idealise one’s sense of 
worth, and to exclude or label those of difference. The ability of participants to 
compare and contrast with Western societies, even if they, themselves, had never 
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been there, may also suggest a homogenous perception of Western culture as self-
centred and/or lacking the sense of shared cultural identity found within Fiji. 
 
City compared to rural 
Another way in which participants were able to describe and articulate what it 
was like to live in Fiji was to do so by differentiating between urban and rural living. 
For example, the main island, Viti Levu (of which the capital city, Suva, is located), 
is seen as more cosmopolitan and modern compared to more rural and less densely 
populated Northern or Eastern island groups. For a number of participants, urban 
areas are viewed as less communal, and this brings with it an element of perceived 
social isolation, particularly in comparison to rural areas. This assumption is further 
advanced by descriptions of village life as though it were an ideal alternative to city 
living, a carefree and happy place where people ‘get along’ and ‘help each other’. 
In addition to the perceived communal orientation of village and rural 
settings, there was also a belief that understandings regarding confidentiality differed 
between city and rural contexts. Boundaries pertaining to confidentiality in rural 
areas were described as more fluid than city contexts, with many explaining that in a 
rural village setting ‘everyone knows everyone’s business’. Indeed, so commonplace 
is this phenomenon that the term ‘coconut wireless’ has been coined as a phrase to 
describe how personal information is shared amongst the community. 
“In small community like this... you know anything happens in this 
community, everybody knows. It because of the wireless, the coconut 
wireless. (Joe). 
 
Descriptions of traditional village settings also occurred in direct correlation 
to descriptions of city dwellers being more individualistic, reserved, and private. 
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These explanations were particularly apparent in participants who were originally 
from (raised in) rural villages. This cohort of participants further insinuate that city 
living was less harmonious and safe than village life, characterised by a sense of the 
need for privacy and anonymity. One participant talks about how this contrast 
between city and rural living shapes her work with clients, suggesting that 
relationship building takes on different patterns depending on whether you are 
engaging within a rural or urban practice setting. 
When you come closer to the city, people are a bit more reserved; they don't 
want to talk. That seems to be the thing I notice as different.  Maybe it’s just 
the way that people in the city like to be more on their own… They want to 
keep things private, and they're private people, and they don't want everyone 
to know about their problems. Because I worked in a [rural] community, so 
everyone knew each others’ business, and so they would talk about it. But 
here I've realised that even when I come from working in a rural area and 
now working in Suva, that the confidentiality part for city people is very 
important to them. I think it’s for safety reasons as well, because not 
everyone knows everyone in the city. (Sikeli) 
 
Sikeli’s story also gives clues to a shifting dynamic that is occurring within 
urban areas, and additionally relates to changes in patterns of information sharing. As 
more and more village dwellers relocate to urban areas in search of employment or 
future study, the sense of a tightly knit community in urban areas was perceived by 
some to be dwindling. Similar findings of social transformation akin with rapid urban 
growth has been found in Tonga (Besnier, 2011), Samoa (Macpherson & La’avasa, 
2009), and documented in earlier studies within Fiji (Lal & Vakatora, 1998; Ravuvu, 
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1988). There may exist a sense of mistrust or fear of outsiders, as traditional family 
and kinship units of care are weakened through the process of geographical isolation. 
For several participants, this shift in attitudes towards information sharing is a 
consequence of rapid urbanisation and the loss of social care and support systems 
inherent in traditional village living. Other Pacific scholars more overtly link this to 
the forces of Christianity, capitalism, and colonialism (Varani-Norton, 2017; Besnier, 
2011; Macpherson & La’avasa, 2009; Ravuvu, 1988) 
Although some paint village living as the Fijian ideal for living, others adopt 
a more critical stance. Some participants further hint at the existence of an 
intellectual demarcation between villagers and professional city elite who 
inadvertently patronise villagers by suggesting that they are ignorant, unknowing, or 
‘uneducated’. For those participants who had either been formally educated or raised 
in an urban community, there was frequent mention of what was referred as a 
‘village mentality’ or ‘village mindset’. These phrases were used to describe a 
phenomenon in which a village community is maintains traditional cultural practices 
that uphold a communal focus and reliance on others, but simultaneously may 
contribute to what has been perceived as a lack of pro-activity. In these scenarios, 
village communities were depicted as places where people were left ‘idle’, where 
resources were being ‘wasted’, and a place where individual leadership or initiative 
appeared to be lacking. 
When further asked to clarify what it meant to have a ‘village mentality’, one 
participant responded by talking about his own personal experience of village life: 
I come from a village. I actually grew up in a village [which] is far away 
from town. And for us in the village, even if we reach class 8, that’s enough. 
If I don’t want to go to school, I can just go plant my cassava and rest and 
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drink grog – that's enough for me. And even if I reach form 4, that's enough. I 
don’t really care what the future brings. (Vili) 
 
This village mentality may be a key contributor to a perceived lack of 
community initiative and sense of apathy described powerfully by one participant: 
[The] majority of families in Fiji are actually giving up… When I go out to 
the community I always tell them… How long are you going to wait? Are you 
going to be able to live? Are you just going to wait to die? (Sairusi) 
 
The village mentality also taps into narratives identified in the previous 
chapter regarding the perceived value of modern (read: Western) knowledge. Again, 
this can be attributed to colonialist influence, where indigenous knowledge is 
perceived as inferior or backwards (Varani-Norton, 2017). 
 
Traditional compared to modern 
The dichotomy that exists between rural village and more urban city living 
also correlates to more traditional social structures which may be more strongly 
experienced in rural areas with less exposure to cultural diversity and the onset of 
globalisation. Urbanised areas are also described as having increased exposure to 
Western ideas. One participant states: 
…because everyone has access to mobile and internet. Even if people say 
there is no difference, but this mobile and internet works here [in the city], so 
I appreciate most of the things from the other side [the West]. (Saleshni) 
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For this participant, the greater access to technology in urban areas enhanced 
this exposure to outside influences. Another participant adds how internet technology 
has an influence on people from the city: 
The thing I notice as different – it’s just the way that people in the city like to 
be more on their own… And I guess social media and things like that play a 
part. (Arti) 
 
Participant stories of city versus village lifestyles may be indicative of a 
broader ideological tension between modernisation and traditionalism that exists 
within Fiji. For example, amongst several of the older males in the participant cohort, 
the urban drift brings with it a sense of personal loss and grief, as the erosion of 
traditional values is felt most acutely within urbanised areas. One such participant 
describes how this is occurring particularly in the capital, Suva: 
Specifically in Suva, because when people come to Suva, they’ve lost their 
provincial boundaries, they’ve lost their village boundaries – they’re thrown 
into places with other people, and the structure that used to come on them in 
the villages is absent. (Peci) 
 
These sentiments are echoed by a Rotuman male of middle age, who 
attributes the breakdown in traditional systems of social care to Western influence: 
And so, you know, the challenge we face with the new concept, you know, 
when the western concepts come in, it’s kind of like undermining what 
already exists. And that, to me it is unique in the sense that we already had an 
existing structure where everybody looks after everyone in the community. 
(Joe) 
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The interface between profoundly different knowledges within the complex 
and fluid society of contemporary Fiji is a vexing experience for many who live there 
(Varani-Norton, 2017; p. 135). On the one hand, there is the pressure to preserve and 
protect cultural norms, while on the other is the lure of Western ‘enlightenment’ that 
promises improved human rights and individual prosperity (Varani-Norton, 2009; 
Ravuvu, 1988). Such conflict between the old and new, modern versus traditional, is 
likely to have a particular impact on women and youth who, on the one hand, may 
have the most to gain from Western human rights agendas, but on the other, are 
positioned as the ‘gate-keepers’ of traditional culture (Varani-Norton, 2017; 2009). 
Similarly, amongst research participants in this study, a large number identified that 
Western influence and change, despite being challenging, brought with it 
opportunities for community growth and enlightenment. The positive attribute most 
commonly linked to globalisation was the increased knowledge of human rights. 
This most directly linked to changing attitudes regarding violence towards women 
and children. Several participants talked about human rights in the context of 
disability, and one participant also talked about human rights in terms of the gay 
rights movement. 
Given that the participants who participated in this thesis research all 
identified as social workers, it may not be surprising that human rights agendas were 
viewed favourably. This could even be linked to claims that it is a shared 
commitment to universal human rights that drives constructions of social work 
globally (IFSW, 2005). However, while the human rights movement was generally 
regarded as positive by social workers in Fiji, their comments indicate that this is still 
met with opposition from broader sectors of the community. Again, participants 
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reported a difference in attitudes between rural and urban areas, with rural villages 
being described as either less aware or sometimes even less receptive (occasionally, 
both) to new ideas encapsulated within the human rights movement. One participant 
is able to describe this process by talking with regards to her involvement in the 
LGBTIQ movement: 
I mean, from my experience, and from what I’ve observed, is that I would say 
approaches like human rights in Fiji, say, some 20 to 25 years ago, there is 
no such thing. Well, there may be human rights; I don't know, but there’s no 
enforcement or education on human rights. But this is something that is quite 
new, even today, and when you go out into the rural communities and when 
you want to talk about human rights and all, you still have few people who 
would stand up and say ‘What is human rights?’ We have our rights, but it’s 
the education bit of it. So, this is something that is quite new, and each time 
when we go out into the community, we are faced with this – people asking us 
about all this new approaches or methodologies. You know, because we live 
in the twenty-first century now. In the past, the LGBTIQ movement – all this 
other things – it’s becoming popular and sort of becoming a norm here in 
Fiji, and, of course, the Pacific. But back in the community that we work with, 
especially the very rural remote community, this is something that is still new, 
still a taboo, and people don’t talk about, like, sex, or even, like, HIV, or all 
these other things. So, it’s quite challenging. (Rusi) 
 
When asked to identify where these changes in attitudes and behaviours were 
coming from, one participant hypothesised that the change in community behaviours 
might be linked to increased social media use, saying, ‘I guess social media and 
The challenge with defining social work in Fiji 
98 
things like that play a part’ (Sikeli). For some participants, there was suggestion that 
mobile and internet use was particularly characteristic of urban living. However as 
Saleshni earlier suggests, many rural communities in Fiji have access to mobile 
phones and satellite TV.  
Because everyone has access to mobile and internet. Even if people say there 
is no difference, but this mobile and internet works (Saleshni) 
 
Not only does Saleshni comment on the rise of internet accessibility, but the 
comment indicates a personal awareness of both sides of the modernisation debate, 
as well as the capacity to understand, or ‘appreciate’ Western ideologies and the 
influence this has on daily life within the city. Saleshni goes on to share how, for her, 
the increased exposure to Western ideology has allowed an opportunity for personal 
reflection and growth; the influx of new ideas and knowledge has brought, for her, 
the chance to learn from others: 
Actually, when we compare and contrast, we will know our mistakes. You 
know, because we have been doing so many things, maybe we can correct 
ourselves if we know what the others are doing – look at the other side of the 
curtain. (Saleshni) 
 
One of the participants from the Northern division similarly comments on the 
way that Fiji appears less developed when comparing Fiji to Western countries. This 
participant represents the view of several in the participant cohort that attribute Fiji’s 
lack of development to those in the community who may be unable or unwilling to 
let go of traditional (Fijian) cultural beliefs in favour of new ideologies generally 
believed to be ‘Western’: 
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“[L]ike Fiji, since we’re still a developing country, we compare ourselves to 
other foreign countries; we still have a long way to go. The mentality, 
because of the influence of culture and tradition – I think that is holding us 
back. (Jeremiah) 
 
A number of participants were similarly able to compare and contrast their 
lived experiences of Fiji to other countries, particular in comparison to Western 
democracies. For all participants, there was agreement that Fiji was less advanced in 
terms of infrastructure and global economic standards. Yet, again, there is a 
subversive and corroding discourse that positions Fiji as being ‘less than’ Western 
first-world nations. 
 
Collective needs and individual rights 
Another stark dichotomy that exists with regards to clashes of values within 
Fijian community groups are tensions between communalism verses individualism. 
Community in Fiji was often talked about in the context of social care and the 
process by which community provides the setting whereby people are looked after. 
One older female participant described communalism as not only a shared experience 
across the Pacific Island nations but also as central to life and living in Fiji: 
We have the same community settings as other Pacific Island countries in 
terms of communal settings; with the Fijian community we look after each 
other. That is how we live. We look after each other. (Siani) 
 
The ideal of community structure enabling a system whereby members were 
able to ‘look after’ one another was a view mirrored by other male participants.  
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Fiji is really communal, and that – to me, it is unique in the sense that we 
already have an existing structure, that everybody looks after everyone in the 
community. (Joe) 
 
One male participant describes this social care process as stemming from 
loloma or ‘love’. This may suggest this participant felt that the process of showing 
care for community stemmed from compassion and ‘heart’ rather than social 
obligation: 
[L]ike the Fijian community, they have the heart – they have the heart to help 
people... We call it loloma. Loloma is your willingness to help others. (Atu) 
 
Being ‘neighbourly’ and an impetus to ‘help thy neighbour’ were also 
common phrases used to describe communal living within Fiji. These terms could 
likely be traced to the influence of Christian ideology, although I am not certain if 
these terms reinforce traditional Fijian community structures and values or if 
community structures have adapted in response to colonisation. 
One male participant uses the term solesolevaki to describe communalism 
and its daily manifestations within Fiji: 
See, we have this concept, we call it in Fijian ‘solesolevaki’… Solesolevaki 
simply means when someone does something, we do it together. (Joshua) 
 
Meo-Sewabi (2016) writes that the concept of solesolevaki is a form of social 
capital that leads to collective well-being via the shared distribution of resources and 
allocation of village responsibilities to ensure communities work together for the 
common welfare of the vanua. Ratavu (2010), who writes of social protection 
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mechanisms in Vanuatu, suggests that social capital should be harnessed to improve 
the well-being of Pacific communities. Although others have argued that, in 
contemporary Fiji, solesolevaki places unfair burdens on vulnerable members of 
communities (namely women, the elderly, and the unemployed) to contribute 
financially to the costs of running the community as Fiji shifts towards a cash 
economy (Varani-Norton, 2009; Ryle, 2001). Varani-Norton (2009, p. 229) also 
highlights the risks of romanticising traditional cultural constructs such as 
solesolevaki, acknowledging that ‘social pressure in a collectivist culture comes in 
subtle ways and it is a force to reckon with, because anyone who does not comply is 
considered a renegade’. 
Perhaps what Joshua is alluding to in his statement is an ethos encapsulated 
within solesolevaki, whereby Fijians are encouraged to think about the collective 
good, rather than individual interests. Certainly, others saw the focus on collective 
needs as a strength and positive within Fijian society. It was also described in stark 
contrast to Western ideology, which promotes individualism. Although there is 
evidence that this viewpoint is changing within Fiji, as one 47-year-old male 
participant reports: 
When I was studying at uni in the ’90s, the Fijian lifestyle at the time was not 
individualistic – that approach was coming from the Western world. And it’s 
like theories relating to the community they discard back in the Western 
world – there’s not the importance of the community in the West. (Joe) 
 
One woman shares how the focus on collective interests is particularly 
incompatible with capitalist ideology: 
The challenge with defining social work in Fiji 
102 
We also have this cultural understanding of what's mine is yours, So, even if 
you did earn money, you'd be sharing with everybody else. I guess a lot of 
times we try to run businesses, but our culture is more, ‘Let’s do this 
together; let's share things together’, so when the profit comes, I guess it's 
shared amongst everybody. That's what I think. (Delai) 
 
She goes on to describe how this incompatibility with capitalism stems from 
a Fijian value base that promotes communalism: 
How can you turn your grandfather’s brother’s son’s wife away? For us, I 
guess me, I just say, ‘Get lost. No, I'm not going to give you the 5 dalo that 
you need.’ But in our culture, the reality is that not many people can do that. 
It's insulting; it's not what your grandfather taught you when you were 
growing up. So, our values, in a way, are really not set up to be business 
people. We look after one another. (Delai) 
 
Indeed, capitalist ideology, which at its core thrives on notions of competition and 
individualism, was identified by many as contrary to Fijian value systems. 
I think it’s much different from other cultures, because you [as a Westerner] 
have the economy and stuff to think about – paying money and stuff. In the 
Fijian way of life, it’s about sharing (Atu) 
 
It may also be possible that capitalism is incompatible with traditional Fijian 
value systems, not only in the sense that it conflicts with communalism but also 
because individualism, entrepreneurialism, and, indeed, personal accomplishment 
may challenge the existing structures which function along kinship lines and 
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hierarchical basis. Obtaining power and status via wealth may not be compatible with 
some of the more traditional worldviews that allocate role and status according to 
birth-right, gender and age (Ravuvu, 1983). Sadly, capitalist global market ideology 
now pervades the lives of even the smallest and most isolated Pacific communities 
which are forced to engage in the forces of globalisation if they are to survive 
(Thaman, 2013). 
One participant provided an interesting insight regarding collective interests 
versus individual need that relates to debates regarding universal (read: individual) 
human rights and cultural relativity. This participant described how ‘human rights’, 
as a Western concept, was viewed by many as counter-intuitive to the need to protect 
collective rights. 
Why should we have human rights when we are communal society? Now, how 
do you explain that to the people? Because human rights is for the individual, 
and for us as a community – it is always communal rights. (Nani) 
 
This statement challenges the hypothesis that a universal commitment to 
human rights underpins social work internationally (IFSW, 2005). It should also 
serve to flag the existence of debates in Fiji regarding the universality of human 
rights and the position that universal human rights remain a largely Western 
construct. Similar debates have long existed within the international social work 
arena (Gray & Fook, 2004; Noble, 2013; Midgley, 2001). Given that both individual 
human rights and capitalism are viewed as Western ideological constructs, a focus to 
preserve collective rights may align with efforts to de-colonise the human rights 
agenda. Additionally, as collective rights have been viewed as oppositional and 
threatening to Western neoliberalist agendas (Briskman, 2014), a focus on collective 
rights could be used as a site of resistance to ongoing colonial domination. 
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However, as some viewed communalism and the idea of collective rights as 
the strength of Fijian culture, other participants implied that it has a problematic 
element to it. One such concern regarding the favouring of collective interests rather 
than individual needs is that any individuals not benefiting from existing social 
structures and hierarchy do not feel entitled to access individual care or support. This 
was often talked about in terms of a belief that exists amongst many marginalised 
groups – that asking for help was wrong. This may be because asking for help would 
bring shame on the family, or it may be seen as selfish or an attempt to privilege 
one’s own needs against that of the family, or community. One participant, Atu, 
simply put it, ‘In Fiji, we don’t ask for help’. 
This was mirrored by another participant who said: 
From my understanding with the Fijian culture, mostly they don’t really have 
[it] in them to ask for help, you know? It’s not part of their behaviour to ask. 
(Sikeli) 
 
Fiji is different from other places, in that people don’t necessarily actively go 
and seek help. (Nani) 
 
These viewpoints may have a basis in the cultural discourse identified in 
chapter 4, namely pressure to conform, to not rock the boat, and to abide by the 
social obligations involved in vaka viti and tabu. Shame and stigma involved in 
asking for help likely plays a big role in the way in which social workers engage in 
activism in Fiji, as well as the lived experiences of social workers themselves. This 
re-ignites arguments that collective rights may be used to justify oppression of 
minority groups such as women and LGBTIQ+ by protecting the status quo of the 
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majority (Briskman, 2014). The drive to protect the espoused cultural status quo also 
feeds into concerns raised by Dominelli (2010a) about the dangers of viewing 
cultures as a single homogenous group. 
Within Fiji, the push to avoid seeking help was often talked about in terms of 
the rights of women and children. Often, those who did ask for help were told that 
they were out of line, usurping the system. or that their problems were of their own 
making. One female participant commented on reports she had reviewed which 
pertained to child abuse – where the children were told they were being ‘cheeky’ 
with regards to deserving punishment, but also when potentially challenging the 
perpetrators by talking about their experiences of abuse. As Peci from Suva recounts: 
Fiji is very communal base – even the government workers tend to be part of 
the community. They tell children, ‘Oh no, no, no, you know, you just cheeky. 
You don’t listen, you should learn to listen to your parents’ – you know, and 
‘God said this’. I’ve been reading papers of domestic violence, child abuse, 
and so they get told, ‘Oh, you’re being cheeky’. (Peci) 
 
What is further significant about this story is the way in which child safety 
officers (who often form a part of the very communities whom they are elected to 
serve) may be further perpetuating the discourse regarding justified violence, or that 
challenging authority and hierarchy is of greater cultural taboo than the use of 
violence. This highlights the challenges for social workers in Fiji who are influenced 
by dominant cultural ideology, but who may be tasked with being agents of change. 
One female participant describes her experience of how violence was 
normalised and, as such, she felt discouraged to ask for help. 
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I don’t know – I had a few problems in my life, and then it was just like the 
way my mum – the way my mother said it: ‘Aw, that’s nothing new. You know 
when this happened to me… da, da, da.’ And then she’d tell me the story, her 
story. So I thought, okay, well at least my story isn’t as bad. (Meraia) 
 
A male participant shared his observations of working in the village, where 
violence against women was being normalised: 
Recently, we were in a village and I told them, ‘I realise that some of you 
have been using your wife as a punching bag’ – you know, because it has 
been happening. People think that it’s okay; it’s normal. They say, ‘Oh, that’s 
life’. And sometimes, too, that is what comes from the victims – they think 
‘Oh, this is normal’. (Sairusi) 
 
An additional contributor to the way in which individual suffering might not 
only be normalised but also systematically devalued is the role of religious 
fundamentalism within Fiji. Terms such as ‘God’s will’, ‘sin’ and ‘karma’ were all 
used as blanket explanations of human suffering. Fatalism, often manifesting in 
passivity and the concept of God’s will, was often talked about as a precursor to 
feeling the need to ‘accept your lot in life’, and builds into existing dominant 
discourse that seeks to promote hegemony and discourage critical thought. An older 
i’Taukei woman shares how this process prevents social action and change from 
occurring: 
You know the saying, ‘You made your bed, now you lie on it’? That came too 
early to Fiji. The Fijians held on to that particularly, so they felt like, ‘Now 
you made that decision, so now you deal with it’. Does that mean people 
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don’t ask for help? Sure. Mostly, people don’t ask for help. I mean, the 
degree of violence against women was just going, going, and we were saying 
why is this happening? And one of the things we that found is that women 
don’t talk about it because they get beaten up in the room – they are not 
screaming, they are not shouting for help, and then the court system does not 
see that as much as a problem. (Nani) 
 
These constructs of deserving pain, one’s lot in life, God’s will, or ‘You 
made your bed; you lie in it’, could possibly devalue individual experiences of 
violence and suffering and may further contribute to the ‘culture of silence’ talked 
about in the previous chapter. A communal social structure that promotes collective 
rights may also present challenges when trying to advocate for the individual rights 
of minority groups. This may present an opportunity for minority groups to come 
together in an effort to achieve ‘critical mass’, particularly amongst women of 
diverse religious and ethnic groups (George, 2012; Varani-Norton, 2009; Mishra, 
2007). Indeed, there is evidence that such marginalised groups (e.g., women’s rights 
agencies, PLHIV, sex-worker and disabled persons associations, and LGBTIQ+) are 
becoming increasingly mobilised to enact collective social action within Fiji, 
although these groups tended to work in isolation and in silos rather than joining 
together in a universal drive to promote social change. At the time of interviewing 
for this thesis, these groups and associations tended to be limited to the capital city, 
Suva, and faced barriers to enacting collective action due to strict laws that require 
any groups or non-family gatherings to apply for a permit under current Military 
Government rule. Arguably the political context, influence of the church, and Vaka 
The challenge with defining social work in Fiji 
108 
Viti cultural beliefs present a formidable challenge in advancing the human rights 
agenda for minority groups within Fiji (Varani-Norton, 2009; Niukula, 1996). 
 
Conclusion 
Participants in this chapter describe Fiji as being in a state of flux, as 
globalisation brings increased access to mobile technologies and exposure to new 
(Western) ideas and value systems. Some members of the Fijian community who 
express concern for a devaluing of traditional Fijian belief systems are resistant to 
social change. Others describe social change as linking to a human rights agenda, 
particularly with regards to the rights of women, PLHIV, and those with disabilities.  
Such a place of dichotomy provides challenges for social workers who may be 
expected to balance their cultural obligations alongside a social work agenda 
enshrined by a human rights prerogative.  Similar debates about the Western 
influence in shaping constructions of human rights has been documented globally 
(Gray & Fook, 2004; Noble, 2013; Midgley, 2001), particularly as constructs of 
human rights in Fiji remain largely synonymous with perceived Western viewpoints. 
This re-asserts the need to critique the Western dominance in human rights debates, 
including those within social work.   
 
Added to this, we see a saddening phenomenon in Fiji whereby ‘traditional’ 
knowledge systems are devalued in favour of more ‘modern’ Western belief systems.  
Despite strong argument from Pacific scholars who highlight the need for Pacific 
communities to be supported to understand and navigate Western influences (Varani-
Norton, 2017; Va’ai & Nabobo-Baba, 2017; Thaman, 2013; 2003), I also observe 
subversive acts of neo-colonialism, as the rhetoric of market economies infiltrates 
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Pacific communities. When we also reflect on the transfer of Christianity and cultural 
practices that privilege the status of white educators, there is a very real risk for 
social work to engage in similar neo-colonial practices. In debates about the nature of 
social work, focus must be given to the way in which certain voices are privileged in 
the construction of both the local practice landscape and, arguably, any espoused 
social work views as a collective. Just as cultural hegemony should be questioned 
(Dominelli, 2010a; Donnelly, 2007) so, too, should be hegemonic positions 
regarding social work. These competing discourses within the interpretation of social 
work in Fiji will be the focus of discussion throughout this thesis as I seek to answer 
the research question: How is social work understood and enacted in Fiji?
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Chapter 6: Doing, Knowing, and Being in 
Fijian Social Work 
This chapter seeks to answer the question ‘How is social work understood 
and enacted in Fiji?’ It begins with an exploration of what it is to ‘do’ social work by 
presenting participant descriptions of workplace activities, tapping into global 
debates as to whether social work can be seen as a universal professional activity 
with a distinct skill and knowledge base. This chapter uses a combination of written 
expression and imagery gathered from individual interviews and talanoa. During 
talanoa groups, participants were asked to draw a picture of themselves as social 
workers. In the backdrop they identified the people that they work with; in the hands 
they were asked to write the specifics tasks and ways of ‘doing’ social work; in the 
head they were asked to identify the ‘knowledge’ from which they draw on to inform 
their practice; and in the heart they were asked to write the values which enable good 
practice. In reflecting on the practice activities and knowledge required for good 
practice, this chapter considers any potential commonality of Fijian social work with 
existing global understandings, and concludes by acknowledging what it is to ‘be’ a 
social worker, and highlights the changing landscape of social work in Fiji, as there 
is an emerging shift from social work being seen as an informal activity to something 
that involves formally organised institutions and skill sets. The values that inform 
Fijian social work practice will be further examined in chapters 7 and 8. 
 
‘Doing’ social work in Fiji 
At its most fundamental, social work in Fiji was described by participants as 
a process of ‘helping people’. A word-frequency analysis found that the term ‘help’ 
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was most commonly associated with the phrase ‘social work’, or ‘social worker’, and 
the word ‘help’ was mentioned no fewer than 371 times within interview transcripts. 
In many ways, viewing social work as the process of helping may reflect the 
informal nature of social work activities in Fiji and position Fijian social work 
practices as natural rather than professional (Morales et al., 2010). This may also 
position social work as an activity driven by values and not necessarily connected to 
a specific skill set or training (Hollis-English, 2015; Mullaly, 2007). However, such 
an opinion would reinforce debates about whether or not social work has a unifying 
value base from which to enact practices and the extent to which social work in Fiji 
can ascribe to a set of shared ‘professional’ values. 
A key narrative regarding the role of a social worker was to ‘help people in 
need’. One of the most common ways this was described was via a process where the 
social worker would assess the level of individual or community ‘need’ and then 
either provide physical material assistance or ‘solutions’ in response to these 
identified needs. Solutions often took the form of information sharing, direct 
guidance, or referral. When describing her work within squatter settlements, one 
social worker shares how the NGO she works for identified the problem (lack of 
education) and, in response, provided a very practical solution (which was to build a 
school). 
Social workers make a difference in a person’s life by knowing their 
problems and getting into a solution and solve it. Like, in the informal 
communities, the kids are lacking education. So, Save the Children went 
there, and they got to know that these communities are finding it difficult to 
get their kids educated. So, they went there and they formed a centre out 
there to educate them. (Kirti) 
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Another participant from a faith-based organisation describes a focus on 
working with children and supporting education. She explains her role as helping 
those in need (in this case ‘the poorest of the poor’) through the provision of material 
assistance in the form of school supplies: 
We provide stationery and school supplies to the poorest of the poor children 
here in Fiji. [We] try to find out from communities and identify the poorest of 
the poor within the communities by travelling from one community to the 
other and just gathering information on which families do they think that 
needs assistance and are classified under the poorest of the poor. (Vasemaca) 
 
Many participants describe their role as the link between client or community 
needs and the provision of resources. This manifested in workplace activities such as 
‘needs assessment’ whereby the social worker had a function in the delivery of 
material assistance. Perhaps unsurprisingly, this was most overt in those employed 
within the Department of Social Welfare (DSW), where participants had a core 
responsibility in assessing the eligibility of potential welfare recipients under the 
Government’s Poverty Benefit Scheme. One DSW employee recounts how she is 
required to conduct an interview in order to determine an applicant’s eligibility: 
So, we go out to them and interview them – interview the neighbours, try to 
get out the real story – what they are really going through, and the source of 
income, and why are they are like that… and then at least the government 
gives them money and also provides food vouchers for them. We call it as a 
poverty benefit scheme. (Elanoa). 
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The process of ‘assessment’ and determining eligibility for service delivery, 
particularly the provision of material assistance, has striking correlations to welfare 
practices in Western contexts (Gillingham, 2006; Morley, Ablett & Macfarlane, 
2019; Kriz & Skivenes, 2019) This could pertain to global influence of neo-
liberalism in the delivery of social support services (Morley et al., 2019), although 
the imposition of a British welfare model during colonisation is another obvious 
contributor. One Indo-Fijian female from Suva describes how she has observed an 
increase of this formal interviewing approach to working with clients and how, to 
her, this appears cold and robotic: 
I experienced another professional social worker – she also belonged to 
different ethnic group as mine – and the way she dealt with issues, it felt 
robotic. She would just go over the forms with the clients and there was really 
no sense of warmth and understanding. Initially I was like, okay, maybe this 
is how it runs here but then I realized that, you know, you working with 
people from very unfortunate background, and again it will be because we 
have our own way of doing things. For example, in other countries, you have 
your ways of filling up a bunch of forms and then there is a process in place, 
but in Fiji it might be a foreign concept, but it's been happening in Fiji. (Arti)	
 
Arti describes her concerns with formalised assessment processes, such as 
those used by the Department of Social Welfare. For her, not only was this process 
counter-cultural but she felt it was impersonal and lacked both sensitivity and 
flexibility. She adds: 
 
It’s happening to social welfare department. They have procedure, they have 
process, but here in Fiji we have our own way of dealing with issues, so I 
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guess it becomes very... again, I would use the word robotic, like 
machinerized [sic]. It’s like a rigid process... procedure in place and you 
can’t... what if the situation is such that it's really sensitive and the person 
who... the client is... emotionally... very emotional disturbed and he or she 
might end up doing things that you didn’t recognize? You didn’t recognize 
the signs that, okay, this client is going to do... end up doing this or 
something like that. Something drastic. And it's not only within the social 
work organization at all. It’s happening in other places, other work places. 
It’s just something that, again, we have our own way, like our own collective 
way, own cultural collective way of doing things. This rigid process and 
procedures put in place – I don’t think it really becomes effective. So, at the 
end, what did you really achieve at the end of those processes or those 
stages? What did you really get? You just filled in a form. (Arti) 
 
Arti’s narrative suggests that there is critique of formalised assessment and 
case-management approaches to social work. However, criticism seems to link to the 
direct and individualised nature of engagement rather than a concern with the 
ideological positioning of case-management approaches. As Sikeli shares: 
You know, with assessment fields or techniques, there are a lot of questions 
involved. And something I found is that, with some of the clients we met over 
here, it’s very hard to… I mean, not hard – it’s very rude just to be straight 
up. So, you know, we take five minutes to have rapport building before go 
straight to slamming in questions. It’s… I feel I really need to integrate my 
Fijian lifestyle, be laid back – you know, really get to know the person, the 
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person getting to know you. Once they’re comfortable, then you can ask them 
anything. (Sikeli) 
 
Formalised assessments and interviewing could also be viewed as counter-
cultural because of the focus on outcomes rather than the development of 
relationship that is seen as vital in Fijian cultural contexts, whereas others remain 
adamant that interviewing is key element of social work practice: 
Okay, good social work practice would be like your interview, your social 
skills, how you master your skills well. Especially your interview skills and 




Although Beth highlights the importance of interviewing, she also hints at the 
significance of being able to build relationship within the interview process. This 
may indicate that a process of indigenisation within Fijian social work, that is, where 
Western models such as case-management are being adapted to suit the local context 
(Dominelli & Moosa-Mitha, 2014). For example, drawing on Fijian traits of ‘being 
laid back’ and focusing on relationship building within a Western social work 
experience of one-on-one interviewing. In any event, there are sites of resistance 
amongst some social workers in Fiji who show discomfort with procedural and 
formalised approaches to social work. 
Stemming from the idea of ‘helping people in need’, participants describe 
themselves as working with vulnerable and marginalised groups.  These may 
include; women, children, prisoners, single mothers, those with mental illness, the 
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‘poor’, homeless, and people with disabilities. The idea of working with vulnerable 
and marginalised groups is consistent with global experiences and constructions of 
social work internationally (IFSW, 2012). As the figure below shows, social workers 
may take on specific roles or duties, such as project coordination or management; 
however, service delivery remains focused on ‘needy’ persons, in this case young 
single mothers, infants, students, and construction workers. 
Figure 4: Self portrait, female, age 44, Central Division 
 
The language used to describe the skills required and tasks completed by the 
woman in the portrait above include ‘report writing’, ‘data compilation’, and to 
‘monitor’, ‘manage’, and oversee. This may reflect the influence of managerialism 
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and neo-liberal discourse within social work in Fiji, or this may be linked explicitly 
to this woman’s role as a project coordinator, in which an element of leadership 
would be anticipated. These tasks and activities alone, however, do not give clues as 
to how these tasks are enacted, or the specific value base that informs practice. This 
links back to debates as to whether social work should be conceptualised as 
something that is done, a set of activities or tasks, or whether social work represents 
a movement towards social emancipation. 
Another self portrait, a young male worker from the township of Labasa in 
the Northern Division, shows the various ‘clients’, or groups, that the social work 
supports. This depiction features single mothers, victims of forced sex (rape), 
children, and parents, as well as the stakeholders that may be involved in providing 
resources, material assistance, and cross-referral information. Stakeholders in this 
instance included teachers, social welfare, and donors. Within the Pacific Islands, 
donor funding continues to comprise the bulk of financial resourcing for 
government-delivered health and social services, NGO assistance, and disaster 
response (Moloney, 2019; Dornan & Pryke, 2017). 
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Figure 5: Self portrait, male, age 27, Northern Division 
 
Within the Labasa talanoa group, a significant number of participants 
(including the portraitist above) mentioned receiving funding from AusAID; 
organisations were often funded specifically to undertake work with an identified ‘at 
risk’ or ‘needy’ population group. One worker from the disability services sector 
shared about how she was involved in an AusAID-funded project to support persons 
living with a disability. She shares: 
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It’s a programme that is set up for persons with disability, mainly focusing on 
getting job, in the mainstream market for persons with disability. It’s a 
human right principle funded by Australian Aid for two years. (Atu) 
 
One social worker from Labasa who participated in an individual interview, 
rather than in the talanoa group, described her caseload within a local NGO as 
encapsulating a ‘variety of clients’, giving examples: 
The type of cases that I would attend to would range and vary from child 
abuse cases to domestic violence, working with sex workers, or those who 
have contracted HIV and AIDS, also people living with disability, and 
working with single mothers. It was mainly across the board, people from a 
diverse background with all sorts of social issues or social problems. 
(Alesi) 
 
While many of the larger NGOs and Government services engaged with a 
broad cross-section of community members, other service providers focused on 
specific groups, for example, children, people living with HIV/AIDS, or persons 
living with disabilities. Of these, issues pertaining to gender-based violence, namely 
the abuse of women and children, were the most commonly discussed area of social 
concern raised by participants. While some organisations and projects focused 
specifically on working with women and children, those in more generalised work 
settings also identified that gender-based violence was a core component of 
workload. One NGO worker discloses: 
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The clients we see are mostly women who go through violence, and then 
teenage mothers up at the hospital, as well as widows [and] women whose 
husbands are in prison. (Bale) 
 
This may link to structural issues of patriarchy and cultural gender roles 
explored in the previous chapter, although the increased risk of violence for women 
and children is a global phenomenon (Peterman, Bleck & Palermo, 2015; True, 
2015). 
What is consistent amongst all of the participant narratives is that their work 
involves supporting disadvantaged and marginalised members of society, including 
those who would often be heavily stigmatised, such as pregnant teenagers, sex 
workers, or people living with HIV. As one participant passionately details, social 
workers are often the first responders to those in our communities who are socially 
isolated, marginalised, and disenfranchised. She shares: 
Social workers should be at the forefront of attending to social issues that 
arise in the community, being the front-liners in supporting the marginalised 
and the vulnerable. (Josephine) 
 
‘Knowledge’ for practice in Fiji 
As identified previously in figure 5, social workers engage with key point of 
contact within community in order to connect people to resources and support. In 
figure 6, a female social worker lists the stakeholders with which she is required to 
connect when working to support ‘needy children’, including the children themselves 
as well as teachers, the Department of Social Welfare, the Board of Trustees, other 
staff members, and relevant committees. This also reflects a talanoa discussion that 
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was had regarding the importance of localised knowledge with regards to networking 
and ‘knowing where to go’ when providing information and referral for community. 
Figure 6: Self portrait, female, age 50, Northern Division 
 
 
Social workers in Fiji also identified needing to draw from specific 
knowledge about the organisation, where to access resources, and relevant legislation 
and policy. The woman above, in figure 6, highlights organisational policies and 
procedures, as well as the importance of English language as part of the ‘Knowledge’ 
from which she draws when enacting good practice. She also uses the word 
‘wisdom’, which may allude to a more tacit understanding of social work knowledge, 
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including that of practice and lived experience. The idea of tacit knowledge, or lived 
experience, was reflected in another participant who describes how the acquisition of 
this knowledge makes a person qualified to undertake social work, rather than formal 
education. 
I guess when I say ‘qualified’, I mean in the sense that they are aware of what 
they’re doing, especially with regards to the client that they’re meeting. Like, 
they are aware of the laws, what options are available, what they can do, 
human rights, their rights as a human being or a person in Fiji, and all those 
kinds of things. Maybe some education in between that, just to get the 
counselling skills and the rapport building skills and the stuff that is needed 
just for the client to be comfortable with us. (Miranda) 
 
Miranda identifies education as being of use to develop particular skills, such 
as counselling techniques; however, the knowledge base involves awareness of 
human rights law and local legislation, as well as information on available resources. 
Another participant describes how she draws on similar practice knowledge to 
inform her work with clients – this also included tapping into the practice wisdom 
and knowledge from other social workers in order to inform her assessment and best 
advise clients. 
So, once I go do my assessments in the hospital, I usually come back, talk to 
the senior social worker about it – for example, the client has social 
economic issues – and then together we talk about places where they could 
go for help, and after doing that, we go back to the client and tell them what 
their options are. Sometimes, because the issues are so common, I just tell 
them right away what their options are. But with other things, like domestic 
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violence, I guess, with the legal side of it, I do a lot of consultation with staff 
and other legal consultants about the decree and they sort of guide me 
through it. (Sikeli) 
 
Chenoweth and McAuliffe (2012, p. 131) have termed knowledge that 
pertains to applicable laws, agency policies, and procedures and awareness of social 
issues as ‘practice knowledge’. Another component of Chenoweth and McAuliffe’s 
(2012) explanation of practical knowledge is that of the lived experience of 
practitioners within both their personal and professional lives. The quotes above, by 
Sikeli and Miranda, hint at the high value placed on lived experience, perhaps even 
privileging this practical experience over formalised education. One participant 
describes her experience of learning theoretical knowledge as irrelevant to the Fijian 
context, articulating that it was the on-the-job guidance from more experienced 
social workers that helped her to know what to do. 
From the education side, okay, I feel that most of the things I learned, 
especially at tertiary level, does not apply here, out in the work place, 
because those are theories that were made through studies that were 
conducted overseas, and it can be used here, but it does not apply to the work 
that we’re doing, especially given the cultural backgrounds – yes, especially 
the cultural background. So, what I think is the only thing that I use is the 
guidance from my supervisors here. See, at first when we came in, although 
we had the skills – I mean the educational ones, the skills and certification, 
the degree and all – when we first started, it was not at all useful, because we 
didn’t know what to do. It was just through our immediate supervisors that 
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we got to know how to do things and what we should use in order to carry out 
a certain task. (Elenoa) 
 
One participant even suggested that it would be offensive to inquire as to a 
person’s formal qualification, as this would imply that they lacked the necessary 
skills and/or knowledge for their role and might not show respect for extensive 
practice experience. He reflects: 
I think that’s a tricky question and issue in that, with social work, ’cause 
sometimes they might not have a degree per se, but the experiences that 
they’ve been doing over the years, and if you ask them to do a degree, 
definitely people will not be very much happy. So, I think asking about their 
qualifications may be a deterrent. (Sairusi) 
 
Others reflect on how their practice experience, combined with lived personal 
experiences, including experiences of trauma and adversity, has enabled them to 
work effectively with clients, despite not having formal training. 
I think, for myself, I haven’t I’m going through an education – I’ve tried to go 
and do education while I’m working because I haven’t been able to complete 
that, and so most of this job is just going through experience, because I was a 
sexual abuse victim when I was younger, and so it’s just the different 
experiences I’ve gone through and the different trainings that I’ve had that 
has allowed me to do a lot of work proper. (Nanise) 
 
Other examples of drawing on lived personal experience to inform practice 
include people living with HIV working in sexual health, women with children of 
disabilities working within the disability sector, and a large proportion of women 
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who identify as experiencing violence or marginalisation because of their gender. 
While lived experience and practice knowledge was highly valued by many 
participants, indigenous and localised ways of ‘knowing’ run the risk of being 
devalued, particular as social work seeks to establish itself as a distinct profession 
with formalised education and training. Within the context of Fiji, existing practice 
knowledge faces a real threat of being overthrown, as models of practice developed 
in Western contexts are imported via higher education and international capacity-
building endeavours (Varani-Norton, 2017; Thaman, 2013). As Sairusi, a social 
worker from Savusavu, shares: 
Good social work practice in Fiji, first of all, would be culturally appropriate 
practice. (Sairusi) 
 
This reinforces claims that the promotion of cultural knowledge within Fijian 
social work practice must be supported (Ravulo, 2017). It is an in-depth analysis of 
the role of cultural knowledge in enacting good practice that is the focus of the next 
chapter. 
 
‘Being’ a social worker in Fiji 
Participants described the emergence of a social work professional identity 
and that, as social work is in its formative years of development, there is ambiguity 
from the community regarding the professional role of social work practitioners. As 
one participant shares: 
Well, right now in Fiji, social work is kind of a new thing, and when you say 
that you are social worker, from experience, the next thing people would say 
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is ‘What’s that?’, or ‘Are you being paid?’, or ‘What’s your qualification? 
Are you working with the church?’ (Josephine) 
 
A number of participants describe social work as a ‘new’ activity in Fiji and 
that it is ‘developing’. One participant talks about her experience as a social work 
student trying to encourage new enrolments at the University Open Day. She 
recounts how community members were uncertain about the role of a social worker. 
The best way she was able to explain social work to prospective students was to 
describe it as a ‘new’ or emerging entity: 
So, at USP Open Day, students from high school were coming, and we were 
standing at the social work booth, and then this student looked at me and they 
asked me, ‘So, is this charity?’ And then we said ‘Well, half of it is a bit like 
charity, but not all of it is charity. It’s like a new thing; social work is a new 
thing.’ (Meraia) 
 
Another participant mirrors this experience by sharing on the potential 
relationship between the relative newness of social work practice in Fiji and the 
conceptual ambiguity surrounding the profession. 
Working in the social work field here in Fiji tends to be confusing at times. 
Social work in Fiji, I think, is developing, and because, in general, I think, in 
Fiji, when you ask someone, or when someone asks me and I say, ‘I’m a 
social worker’, the next question is ‘Do you get paid?’. To them, whenever 
you work [in social work], it’s voluntary. (Kesa) 
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The above participant also alludes to a difference in the conceptualisation of 
‘social work’ between the social worker themselves and those in the community. 
This was matched by the experience of others, who again re-link this to the fact that 
social work is a new and emerging concept. 
I mean like, for us, it’s like a profession, but for others, they still don’t know 
about social work – it’s still like a developing thing in Fiji. (Jone) 
 
In addition to there being conceptual uncertainty regarding social work 
between those who identify as social workers and persons within the broader 
community, there was also contention amongst those who identified as practitioners. 
Participants talked about social work being understood as something that you do, as a 
process of social care and support, rather than as a professional job. This philosophy 
is apparent in one young female worker who acknowledges the individual capacity of 
us all to enact social work. 
We can be social workers in our own ways. You don’t need to join a big 
organisation or a big social group. You can become your own social worker 
in your own social way, starting from individually, starting from how you 
look at your neighbour – you know, helping your neighbour, giving him more, 
um, food or whatever it is you have. That is social work – helping another 
person. (Saini) 
 
Several participants talked about social work being ‘natural’ to Fijians and a 
part of cultural practice that links to helping and serving those in one’s community. 
In fact, rather than social work being considered as new, one participant expresses 
the way in which she feels social work is part of the core social fabric in Fiji: 
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My individual understanding of social work in Fiji, for me, recognises that 
we’ve always had a church community, Christian values. It’s been imbibed 
into our cultural lifestyle. (Joyce) 
 
Joyce goes on to add how a strong commitment to these values may 
contribute to the numbers of people in the community self-identifying as social 
workers, suggesting: 
I know it's never been written or recorded, you know, and there's not been 
much research of it, but I think a lot of people would call themselves social 
workers because they – they know what social work is, I guess. I guess 
because of the, you know, like our values. (Joyce) 
 
Joyce’s reflections on the lack of recorded information may reinforce the 
notion that whilst traditional modes of social care have existed for some time, formal 
evidence and research of what is considered social work is still largely non-existent. 
By and large, however, there appeared to be a general consensus that informal 
structures of social care have long existed in the Fijian community. It is the extent to 
which these informal structures and practices can be considered ‘social work’ that 
remains contentious amongst Fijian social workers. 
Much of the professionalisation of social work in Fiji was attributed to the 
provision of university and vocational training opportunities that feature courses as 
well as a growing social services sector. As one participant shares, increasing 
university enrolments and training opportunities have contributed to visibility of 
social work professionally. 
Now, I think it’s because of the workshops, and a lot of students have been 
enrolling in social work programs. These [Government] ministries and NGOs 
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are now becoming more aware of what social work really is, and I guess it’s 
improving, it’s developing. (Atu). 
 
Another participant, speaking of the rise of social work as a more formal 
profession, correlated her exposure to university studies with shaping her 
understanding of social work as a more professional enterprise. 
You know, I can say that, going through university and all that, to me, social 
work is a new field. It's a new field altogether, because I know people are 
saying it’s been here [in Fiji] for long, because of the Christian values, but I 
think the method of looking after clients is totally different. (Joyce) 
 
Joyce’s comments are significant not only because of her identification of the 
way in which professional social work is on the rise in Fiji but because of her 
awareness of the practice context by which more traditional models of social care can 
be viewed as different to ‘professional’ social work practice. This also hints to both 
the ambiguity of the term ‘social work’ within Fiji and tensions that may exist 
between informal, traditional, and more formal models of social work practice. As 
one participant explains, many who are engaged in volunteer and informal 
community service would identify as a social worker: 
And a lot of volunteers actually identify themselves as social workers, and they 
see themselves, like, if we were to put the rule or the definition of social work, 
they feel that they also can identify with that, because of the work that they’ve 
been doing, even although that they haven’t gone for qualifications. (Miranda) 
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Several participants further verified that the lack of community and 
government recognition of social work as a registered profession contributes to an 
environment where both those with formal qualification and those without are able to 
self-identify as social workers. Partly this had to do with divergent 
conceptualisations of social work, with some positions viewing social work as 
something that is done, as an act of service and community responsibility. Others 
took a position that social work is (or should be) a formally recognised position. This 
has contributed to a broader debate amongst those engaged in social work practice 
about who can be considered a social worker and the ways in which social work is 
being legitimised within Fiji. 
One participant describes the ambiguity around social work as ‘problematic’. 
Drawing on her experiences of studying social work at university, she shares her 
views on the way in which social work has a very distinct professional basis: 
When I was studying at USP, and I did many placement at various 
departments and NGOs and I learn many things about social work, and most 
of the time I think people look at us like they think we are only do volunteer 
work, and they really did not have any understanding about what social work 
means. I always told them that this job – that to be as social worker – it really 
cuts across all levels, like, it's a professional work; it’s not only the volunteer 
work that they think we do. I think, in Fiji, the fact that we are not recognised 
by the community at large and also, maybe, the government, like it's 
professional work, it’s problematic. (Mary) 
 
Certainly, the frustration regarding the lack of formal recognition of social 
work as a profession was most strongly felt amongst those who had undertaken 
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further studies. This was true of participants who had engaged in further study either 
locally or overseas. One participant shares her experiences of being grouped under 
the same vocational term as those who had undertaken less training than she had, 
going on to suggest that further delineation between formally trained or ‘qualified’ 
social workers and informal models of social care should occur: 
When I first came back to Fiji from studying overseas – and I came back to 
Fiji to be a social worker – everybody said, ‘Oh, I'm a social worker too’. 
And I thought, 'Yeah, but none of you had to go, like me, for four years to get 
a degree!', and yet, you know, they are saying they are a social worker too. I 
think we need to just bring up the message more, to bring more awareness 
that it's an actual profession where qualifications are needed. Whilst largely 
what we do is the same thing, what we learn at university is that social work 
is much more than just this idea of helping someone. Maybe we might need to 
change social work to another name. (Mere) 
 
Amongst those who had engaged in further studies, there was a strong view 
that the role of social work was often misunderstood and quite often undervalued by 
members of the community. For some, there was concern regarding the quality of 
service being provided by those who may not have undergone additional social work 
training. This was particularly true for those who had undertaken studies in Western 
university contexts. For others who had pursued studies locally, there was often less 
a concern with the quality of existing community practices than a frustration with 
what was perceived as a lack of valuing of their particular skill set and knowledge 
base. As Josephine describes, this continuing ambiguity around what constitutes 
social work is a key driver towards raising the professional profile of social work. 
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And I feel that, in Fiji and the Pacific, social work need to be recognised. It’s 
a profession, and you have a certain practice, and, sadly, I think people are 
just seeing social workers as volunteer workers in Fiji at the moment, so I 
feel there needs to be more recognition for social workers in Fiji. (Josephine) 
 
In light of the ambiguity surrounding social work practice in Fiji, in addition 
to competing views about what should be considered ‘social work’ and how this best 
be determined, efforts have been made by the Fiji Association of Social and 
Community Workers (FASCW) to develop a Fiji-specific definition of social work. 
FASCW continues to struggle to attract and retain membership, in part as a reflection 
of ongoing debates regarding ‘who’s in’ and ‘who’s out’, if a definition of social 
work were to be enforced. 
 
Conclusion 
In answering the key research question ‘How is good social work understood 
and enacted in Fiji?’, this chapter has considered the manner in which social work 
may be viewed as an informal process, as something inherent in Fijian cultural norms 
and aligned with Christian values. Yet, social work is becoming increasingly 
professionalised and may be interpreted as a formalised activity, often requiring 
specific training and skill development. In either instance, the role of cultural 
knowledge and lived experience remains central in constructions of ‘knowing, being, 
and doing’ social work practice in Fiji, further highlighting the significance of 
localised knowledge in understandings of good practice. As the impetus to embrace 
Western models of social work continues to be documented in the Pacific Islands, 
there is a very real threat of localised knowledge and approaches to social care being 
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over-thrown in the name of so-called progress (Varani-Norton, 2017; Ravulo, 2017; 
Faleolo, 2013). If social work is to be genuine in commitments to end neo-
colonialism within international constructs of practice, we must deliberately engage 
in efforts that support de-colonisation (Crampton, 2015; Gray, Coates, Yellow Bird 
& Hetherington, 2013). The following chapter builds on the idea of cultural 
knowledge to present an authentic Fijian representation of how good practice can 
best be facilitated and enacted.
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Chapter 7: Enacting Good Social Work 
But the important thing about social work is that it's about having that 
relationship with whomever you are working with. Mere 
 
By drawing from a position of culturally informed practice, this chapter 
further contributes to understandings of how social work is interpreted and enacted in 
Fiji. This link with cultural knowledge and worldviews leads into considerations of 
the value bases that underpin Fijian social work practice. Themes within this chapter 
were informed by social workers’ reflections on what good practice means in Fiji. 
The term ‘good’ has been used as a deliberate point of examination, as conceptions 
of ‘good’ are invariably linked to understandings of right and wrong and stem from a 
fundamental value basis. Considering social work is a values-based profession 
(Bernard, 2008), presenting narratives of good practice encourages an authentic 
Fijian expression of ethical social work to emerge. Participant experiences reveal that 
good social work in Fiji is: 1) informed by local ways of being, knowing, and doing; 
2) relational; and 3) responsive. These views are not specific to a certain 
geographical, gendered, organisational, or racial position and may pave the way for a 
Fijian-specific model of good practice within social work. Examples of how each of 
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Good social work is culturally informed 
Good social work practice in Fiji, first of all, would be culturally 
appropriate practice – it’s contextual. (Sairusi). 
 
According to participants, culturally informed practice in Fiji unequivocally 
involves respect for village protocol and an understanding of cultural tabu. Ways of 
demonstrating respect include wearing appropriate attire, participating in the 
traditional sevu sevu or kava ceremony, speaking via the correct village 
spokesperson, recognising the existence of traditional gender and social roles, using 
local dialect as much as possible, and being mindful of the dominant religious 
denomination. One participant, an older male, describes the significance of the sevu 
sevu as a way of demonstrating reciprocity and showing respect for community. 
Village protocols are important [for good practice] because you have to do – 
like, they call it a sevu sevu, where you have to present grog as a sign of just 
showing the village that you’re there to come and do some work. That’s just, 
like, respectful – it’s like a tradition. Rusi 
 
Another male participant reinforces the significance of being culturally 
informed when approaching a community and describes how good social work 
shows awareness and understanding of the context by following village protocol as 
well as being mindful of narrative and the role of language. 
This is something as a good social worker I need to be mindful of before 
approaching a community, asking [myself] what kind of community is that?, 
understanding the culture and the impact of what you are saying to the 
different cultures that available within the country. Understanding someone 
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might be offended with the words that I use, including dialects that use within 
the setting of Fiji – some it can be a joke dialect in one village but it can be a 
swear word in another village. (Sione) 
 
Language plays a huge role in demonstrating culturally informed practice, as 
it recognises Fiji’s oral history and the role of talanoa (dialogue) in responding to 
social issues. Language is central to being able to develop relationship and further 
reiterates the relationally driven approach that underpins good social work within Fiji 
(Ramacake, 2010). As Sione relays, language can affect the quality of the 
relationships and the ability to achieve positive outcomes with community. 
So, these are something that a person that approach different community in 
Fiji must bear this in mind when approaching them. As a good example, we 
went to Vanua Levu, and we’re running awareness, and one of the service 
provider speak a word and I heard everyone laugh, eh, and this is the Bau 
dialect and it’s a swear word in Vanua Levu. I was shocked, and I saw the 
way people react to something wrong, and I picked up that word and I came 
around and I asked one of the audience what happened when that word – 
that’s a swear word to us, shit. I came back and I said, ‘You better change 
that word – don’t use that word again in this place’. It’s very important for us 
to be aware before we approach a community, ’cause it can be a very good 
presentation, but one word – it can affect everything. It can affect the proper 
programme that we run. (Sione) 
 
The importance of oral traditions and processes of sharing within Pacific-
based social work was first highlighted by the Pacific Island Community and Social 
Workers Association in 1986. They identified shared experiences gained through 
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dialogue and language as vital to good social work practice (Pacific Island 
Community and Social Workers, 1986). The use of appropriate language and 
understanding of cultural protocol also links to the high value placed on veidokai, 
demonstrating respect by adhering to cultural obligations (Ramacake, 2010; Nainoca 
et al., 2005). The emphasis on cultural knowledge and the use of language to 
facilitate shared processes of learning and change is also reflective of cultural values 
that emphasise collectivity, the interconnection of person to community, reciprocity, 
interdependence, and familial relationships (Family and Community Services, 2014; 
Pacific Island Community and Social Workers, 1986). It is these same values that 
permeated discussions of Fijian daily living and identity in chapters 4 and 5. 
In addition to the importance of language, a culturally informed approach to 
social work in Fiji would acknowledge the significance of spirituality in the lives of 
many Fijians. As one notes: 
The unique part of social work in Fiji is that you have to be more culturally 
sensitive and religiously sensitive to your clients. (Bale) 
 
Acknowledging the role of spirituality aligns with an approach to social work 
that recognises the centrality of spirituality to understandings of being and identity 
within the Pacific (Mafile’o & Vakalahi, 2018). Although much of what has been 
written about spirituality within the Fijian social work context has been focused on 
the influence of Christianity (Ramacake, 2010; Nainoca et al., 2005), understandings 
of spirituality in Fiji should also recognise the Hindu and Muslim faiths significantly 
contribute to the cultural landscape of Fijian social work practice. As Sione details 
here, consideration of spirituality also appreciates how Fijian worldviews interact to 
shape experiences and perceptions of social issues. 
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Well, within the concept of Fiji and good social work, number one means to 
understand the spiritual background that every community in Fiji have. As a 
social worker, this is something that I need to take into account as well – 
understand their spirituality and areas of living – because some of them, this 
kind of [belief] system can’t work; they just believe in God to supply 
everything for them. They believe in God, or one angel is going to fly over to 
give me some food or whatever. That kind of co-belief system, some they 
really stick to that. This is something, as a social worker, I need to be mindful 
of before approaching a community. (Sione) 
 
It is important to note that although participants talked about the significance 
of respecting spiritual beliefs and following protocol, such demonstration of cultural 
awareness does not automatically translate to condoning cultural beliefs and 
practices. One female participant describes how she navigates traditional patriarchal 
structures to engage in dialogue about sexual and reproductive health, a topic that has 
traditionally been tabu. 
…and the hierarchical kind of thing, being able to work within that, but to 
make changes. As I’ve seen people in rural areas where the chief – 
particularly when it comes to sexual and reproductive health – where the 
chief has come in and rubbished everybody, and then the social worker 
having to stand up within that context to be able to work through that 
situation so that the chief becomes accepting and tolerant of what’s going on, 
and then working within that organisation of the village, of how it works, of 
accepting the changes, or at least the discussion of change. And so it’s that 
type of practice that I think is the best type of practice. (Delai) 
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There was divergence amongst participants regarding the need to preserve 
traditional cultural norms, and female social workers were particularly vocal in this 
space. Rather, respecting local protocol was about respecting community and 
engaging with and within social structures rather than trying to superimpose change 
from the outside. This reiterates a Pacific approach to social work practice that 
emphasises relationships and engagement rather than documented, written evidence 
of outcomes (Mafile’o & Vakalahi, 2018). 
 
Good social work is relational 
A Fijian approach to good practice must consider the interconnectedness of 
the human experience. Practising from this space means that clients are not seen as 
individual entities or isolated cases, but understands that each individual represents a 
family, a community, and a clan (Ramacake, 2010; Pacific Island Community and 
Social Workers, 1986). Similarly, a social worker cannot be seen in isolation, but is 
acknowledged as also representing a family, community, and, in many instances, an 
organisation and religious affiliation (Hollis-English, 2015). This consideration of 
the broader human condition was often talked about in terms of ‘holistic’ practice. 
As Joyce describes: 
Well, social work in Fiji means something like na bula raraba – na bula raraba 
meaning a holistic life, to look at, you know, [the] holistic life. It has to do 
with health, mental health, social aspects – your relationships, your 
relationships within your family, outside [your family], your communal, your 
village, and your wealth.” (Joyce) 
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Another participant identifies a holistic process as being key within a Fijian 
approach to social work sharing. 
If I want people to know about how social work is in Fiji, I’d say social work 
is a holistic approach, [it] provides a holistic scope and also holistic 
approach in addressing social needs and social issues. (Kesa) 
 
Kesa talks about the idea of holistic being both a way of understanding, a 
‘scope’ to interpret issues, and as an ‘approach’ to responding to and addressing 
social concerns. Good practice in Fiji, embedded within local epistemology, 
understands and values the complexity of interpersonal relationships that shape 
individual identity and experience. As such, good practice involves not only an 
understanding of these elements but actively seeks to engage and consider the ways 
in which family, kinship, and community influence a client’s experience. Therefore, 
a Fijian construction of good practice may engage with and consider multiple 
opinions, even when engagement occurs at an individual level. 
A more of a holistic approach where it’s, you know, where everyone has a 
say, and I make sure that I value everybody’s opinion. (Kesa) 
 
Another participant offers a description of what a holistic approach would 
look like in action: 
One thing with young people – you need to provide holistic approach, not just 
one approach – it has to be holistic approach. For example, if you're going to 
work with young people on a particular issue, then you look at it from 
different angles. Like, say, for example, what is the view of the church on that 
issue? What is the view of the community on that issue? What is the view of 
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the elders on that issue? And you work together to address that issue. That 
can get the definition of holistic approach. (Siani) 
 
Similar to others, Siani uses the term ‘holistic’ to describe both a way of 
understanding issues and an approach to responding. Again, the term ‘holistic’ in this 
context highlights the interconnectedness of self in Fiji and reiterates that individual 
experience cannot be understood or interpreted in isolation from community. 
Curiously, the phrase ‘holistic’ was not used to describe macro-level considerations, 
such as government policy, unemployment rates, housing availability, or the 
influence of foreign aid. In general, it was linked to a community-orientated model of 
practice in Fiji that aligns with an epistemological position that values communalism, 
interconnectivity, spirituality, and is relationally driven. 
 
Relationally driven practice is consultative 
Participants offer some concrete descriptions of what relationally driven 
practice looks like in Fiji. Firstly, given that an individual cannot be understood in 
isolation from the community, good practice in Fiji involves consultation. This may 
include consulting with various family members and community elders to get a 
deeper understanding of the presenting issue and/or consulting with others to inform 
the decision-making process. One participant from Labasa describes what good 
practice looks like to him, focusing on the need to involve key community leaders in 
the decision-making process. 
It's basically working with religious leaders, because we have religious 
leaders, and then you have denominational leaders, and then we need to 
speak to the leaders of women, men, young people, and these people have to 
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come together. So it's a holistic approach. What I’m doing is I’m just 
bringing these leaders – so here we are going to look at a way into which we 
can talk about the differences and what the solution can be in terms of what 
sort of activities can be in place to bring us to together, because they have 
their village rules, and then we working towards the bigger laws that sort of 
like constitutes the law which everybody needs to abide by…. (Jioji) 
 
The concept of holistic practice is, again, used to denote an approach to social 
work that involves consultation with multiple stakeholders. Consultation has been 
acknowledged by academic writers in other indigenous contexts as central to good 
community development (Bennett, Green, Gilbert & Bessarab, 2013). In Fiji, 
consultation is also described as being vital to good practice within statutory settings 
or more direct modes of practice. As one female from Suva shares: 
For me, [good practice] is a lot of consultation with communities. For 
example, in my line of work, in what I do with juvenile delinquents, for a 
child to go on probation and to go back to the community, we must first link 
ourselves to the community because, as for me, who is going to look after that 
boy? And the community is his family, his extended family, his friends, his 
neighbours, his church, the group – the youth group that's around there. We 
need to have this very interactive engagement with them so that when we 
drop off the child there, the support system is able to support him. (Melba) 
 
Again, this participant is highlighting the ‘holistic’ understanding of a person 
in Fiji. That a person’s social connection and links to community is vital to 
individual well-being. She goes on to explain how life in Fiji is broader than the 
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nuclear family, and that good practice outcomes are achieved when communities are 
involved in being part of the solution. 
And, for me, it's just consultation with the support groups, or consultation 
with community – consultation and realizing that these are the people that 
can resolve the issues. Example: issues of crime in that particular community 
– only that community can resolve that issue. It's not an easy thing, but we 
got to start from somewhere. Fiji, we are still coming up through change, as 
much as we would like to be mother-father-and-two-children home, we are 
not really there. So, in Fiji, whatever you are, you still have the big extended 
family. (Melba) 
 
Involving broader community has been articulated within Tavuluan and 
Tongan conceptions of social work practice (Family and Community Services, 
2014). Ramacake (2010) also describes the focus on ‘doing things together as a 
community’ as unique to Fijian social work. Again, this highlights the significance of 
family and community within Pacific constructions of well-being (Hollis-English, 
2015; Family and Community Services, 2014; Vakalahi & Godinet, 2014). 
 
Relationally driven practice is collaborative 
Stemming from an interpretation of good practice in Fiji that involves 
consultation with others, collaboration was another requirement for achieving 
positive outcomes with individuals and communities. In particular, social workers 
described good practice as working in collaboration with other agencies in order to 
achieve a shared common goal. One worker describes the goal of collaboration as 
working together for the benefit of the common good. 
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Well, for me, good social work has to have a collaborative structure, or 
collaborative approach – I’m trying to say is to have a better NGO 
collaboration, a better group of NGO that works together for the benefit of 
the people in the community. In this, I’m saying that would be good social 
work. (Rusi) 
 
Another participant shares how working together with other organisations can 
lead to positive outcomes for people: 
I’ll say working positively, and when I say positively, is because we can work 
together, but then it’s just doing the work and that’s it. But, like, if you were 
to work positively, it would have an impact, or on the person, and also it 
would sort of build, like, a good partnership between organisations and 
between two persons, and it sort of makes the work easier. (Miranda) 
 
Miranda talks about how the quality of the relationship is important; it’s not just 
about physically working together but that the relationship has to be meaningful in 
order to have positive impact. Another male participant from Labasa adds: 
For good social work, you have to maintain good relationship at all times 
with partner agencies and other social workers in other organizations. 
Because, in Fiji, without relationship, you won’t be able to get much else. 
(Mele) 
 
Though the quality of the relationship and having a shared goal is vital for 
good collaboration, there is also a practical element to collaboration that links to the 
limited availability of material and financial resources in Fiji. Despite the attraction, 
strengths-based approaches have limitations when working with clients whose basic 
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human needs are not being met. In such a context, the provision of material supplies, 
such as food, clothing, and shelter, requires an outlay of financial resources that are 
largely unavailable within developing Pacific Island nations such as Fiji. As one 
female worker says: 
Honestly, it’s like one thing to empower the client towards their skill and 
their talent; then it’s another thing to actually get the resources or the money 
to sort of foot the bill for the client. So, it’s like a struggle, the resources, the 
lack of resources in Fiji. It’s sort of like that, in Fiji, that unless if you have 
good networking skills or good – like, if you have good partnerships – then 
actually you can help the clients. (Miranda) 
 
Collaboration was also described as important because of recognition for the 
need to share resources as well an appreciation for local knowledge. Working in 
collaboration with other social workers was seen as imperative; however, 
communities were also positioned as having social and cultural capital that social 
workers are able to engage with a connect clients to support. As Alesi asserts: 
[Y]ou know where to tap, when that particular challenge comes – if it has to 
do with family systems, we know who to tap. If it has to do child welfare 
cases, we know who to tap on that side, so, to me, positive social work is our 
networking with the community, with important stakeholders and also with 
each other. We know our community well when we… when there's a 
challenge, I won’t say ‘problem’ – when there's a challenge, we know who to 
tell, we know who to come on board to give advice. Because this work is not 
just ours; we need each other to move forward. (Alesi) 
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Alesi highlights not only the role of collaboration in responding to shared 
social issues but also comments on the inter-dependency of community. 
Collaboration is seen as vital to good practice in Fiji, as experiences of hardship or 
adversity are not experienced in isolation. As such, a collective responsive is valued, 
as problems are not felt at an individual level, and, thus, responses at an individual 
level would fail to acknowledge the communal reality for most living in Fiji. 
 
Relationally driven practice is authentic and genuine 
In order to build effective relationships that foster collaboration, engagement 
with communities needs to be authentic and the social worker needs to be perceived 
as genuine. This authenticity is key in establishing trust (Zubrzycki & Crawford, 
2013) and it is only through a trusting and collaborative relationship that social 
workers can hope to enact change (Ravulo, 2016; Bennet et al., 2013). One 
participant draws on these tenets to describe what good social work looks like in 
action: 
[W]hen you’re out there in the field, when people sense that you’re being 
genuine and they sense that you’re really there to help, then I think that 
everything… you get cooperation from the people. Like, this is a genuine guy, 
to really help me. I think that’s where everything opens up. Yeah, I think for a 
good social worker, one thing [is] that they are really genuine with the 
people. (Sikeli) 
 
This authenticity allows for trust to be established between the social worker 
and client or community. A participant from the Northern Division also describes 
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how a good relationship is vital if a social worker is to be accepted by a client or 
community. 
They're accepting that there's something called social work or a social 
worker, and it's only when you have a good relationship with them do they 
accept the work that you do for your clients. And that's your link. (Bale) 
 
Tracie Mafile’o, who writes extensively on Tongan social work practice, 
articulates a similar emphasis on accountability as a Tongan social work ethic. 
Mafile’o (2008) links this to the Tongan concept of tauhi va, meaning to maintain or 
nurture relationships. As the maintenance of good relationships is central to both 
Tongan well-being and effective Tongan social work, being disingenuous or failing 
to respect the sacredness of collective unity violates cultural values and conceptual 
understandings. Strong emphasis on the sacred nature of relationships and the need to 
protect, nurture, and honour the va (or space between) have also been written about 
in Samoan contexts (Koya-Vaka’uta, 2014; Anae, 2010). I’m aware of similar 
cultural concepts used to describe the establishment and maintenance of harmonious 
relationships in both Tokelauan and the Niuean practice frameworks for use in 
response to family violence (Family and Community Services, 2014). The depth and 
complexity of these concepts as they apply to both Pacific epistemology and 
constructions of social work may never be fully understood and articulated from my 
position as a white kai valangi researcher. As such, further social work research 
enacted by Fijian and Pacific social workers is needed to best articulate the 
connections between relationships and good practice from a Pacific epistemological 
position. 
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Good social work is responsive 
In order for social workers in Fiji to build effective relationships, interactions 
with individual community members need to be personal and responsive to diverse 
needs and experiences. Social workers describe needing to be receptive to context 
and value local experiences, as Josephine notes, ‘A good social worker would be 
flexible, being able to adapt to different situations’. One participant from the 
northern town of Labasa describes why she feels this is important for good social 
work within child protection: 
When you deal with children, you see that child as ‘he’ or ‘she’. You don’t 
generalise 'all Class 8 are like this, all five-year-olds are like this’ – you just 
focus on that child. And that child alone will have unique character within 
that child. (Alesi) 
 
A female from Loutoka (Western Division) describes a similar 
responsiveness when working with clients around issues pertaining to mental health 
and gender-based violence: 
Because for each client, even though the problem could be the same thing – 
say, for example domestic violence or attempted suicide – but the underlying 
issues or triggers which lead to those problems are different. So, it just 
depends on who you see and what they’re there for. We can’t give each and 
every client the same solution, because what worked for some client may not 
necessarily work for this new client. (Miranda) 
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There is also an awareness that relationships are not static, and client goals 
may need to be adapted as needs change and resources shift. Another female working 
within the context of gender-based violence adds: 
…because sometimes violence shifts and takes another shape, [so] the follow-
up is always good. That link – there should be constant referral linking 
collaboration and moving resources, so they are able to handle this. (Peci) 
 
The capacity for social workers to adapt and respond to the practice context 
over time aligns with a Pacific epistemology that recognises the role of time and 
place in shaping both worldviews and interpersonal relations (Anae, 2010; Tamasese, 
2007; Nabobo-Baba, 2006; Thaman, 2006; Amituanai-Toloa, 2006). Being adaptive 
and responsive to community needs over time could also be linked to an 
understanding of good practice that emphasises the maintenance of relationships. The 
prioritisation on maintaining relationships rather than fixing perceived problems has 
been documented within Tongan approaches to social work. Mafile’o (2008, p. 125) 
describes how the nature of the Tongan social work relationship changes from being 
set for a specific purpose to an ongoing relationship as the needs and experiences of 
people change. Rather than social work having an end point or conclusion, 
relationships between social worker and individual/community are constantly 
shifting. Thus, in Tongan practice contexts, the concept of ‘termination’ or the 
prescription of obtaining an end goal or outcome is foreign to Tongan cultural 
understandings. Given the emphasis and priority placed on relationships and vanua 
within Fiji, it is possible that similar practices are transpiring. Again, further research 
led by Fijian practitioners would best positioned to confirm this. 
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The need to be responsive may not only be linked to good practice that is 
culturally embedded but also characterised by lessons learned from experiences and 
reflections on existing practice. Examples of unresponsive and top-down approaches 
to community engagement could have contributed to an impetus for good practice to 
be more responsive to community needs moving forward. One female recounts such 
an experience where the incongruence between community needs and the decisions 
made about programme implementation led to unhelpful assumptions about the 
interests of women in the village. 
As we are top-down culture, we always have the top-down approach. We 
always think we have the great ideas to take to community. We forget that 
each community has its different needs. Okay, this is an example, but if our 
Government Minister thinks that all the women group in Fiji should have 
sewing machines and dump them in every literal corner of Fiji, she's only 
saying something: ‘I want you to sew, because when I was at ACS, I used to 
love sewing.’ That is not a need for that community, and also they only gave 
sewing machines. She hasn’t given materials, she hasn’t done any training on 
how to look after the machine – you know. I actually was very disturbed with 
whole sewing machine saga because I actually spoke to some of the women 
up in Tailevu, up north, and they had said, ‘We would rather do seaweed 
planting’. They wanted to do seaweed planting. They said ‘You know, the 
sewing machines – some of us like to sew, some of us don’t’, but as a group, 
[they felt] that because they were nearer the sea, they want to earn money 
from planting [seaweed]. (Melba) 
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Another participant describes a similar lack of responsiveness to community 
needs, particular when there has been a lack of community consultation and 
engagement. He believes this is the reason most community youth development 
initiatives fail, stating: 
Most of the time, the reason why most of the social workers and youth 
workers don’t go well in the community is that we just come in, we tell them 
what to do, and we expect them to do things, but never that we come in and 
then we listen to what the community and the village has to say, or what they 
want. (Vili) 
 
Given the Fijian practice context in which social needs are primarily 
addressed through international foreign aid (Liuvaie, 2009), it is possible that 
participant commentary reflects an incongruence between donor priorities and local 
community concerns. This again correlates to participant reflections in chapter 4 
where social workers describe the privileging of foreign practices within Fiji: 
Community development is where the foreign aid comes in to tell us what we 
need. (Vasemaca) 
Or as Siarusi details about his work within communities in northern Fiji: 
Social workers should continue to work with the communities to encourage 
the community to take responsibility, because right now, this is something 
that I’m actually talking about when I go to the community, when I go out to 
the community. And I always tell them, ‘How long are you going to be relying 
on the money man? If this organisation closes tomorrow, what are you going 
to do?’ That mentality was not there in the past, previously. I think it came in 
– the mentality – maybe when donors and aid workers came. It’s a big, big 
problem. And this is why we really need to go back to the community, asking 
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the community to give us the maintenance plan, a plan beyond the next. If we 
are going to provide you with this, let us know what you are going to be 
doing with this. So when we come 10 years down the line, we can see it’s up 
and running. (Sairusi) 
 
Vili, a participant from the central division, offers some further advice on 
how social workers can be more responsive to the needs of community: 
… if you want to positively impact through the community within the 
community, we have to listen to what the voices are within the community, 
rather than bringing our own views and thinking that it will work well. (Vili) 
 
Such sentiments align with the work of Mafile’o and Vakalahi (2018) who 
assert that Pacific worldviews are often lost when funding decisions are based in 
response to trends within aid and development discourse. They argue that it is only 
through the fostering of indigenous approaches to practice within Pacific nation 
contexts can more sustainable social development goals be achieved. Samoan 
academic Moses Faleolo (2013) further maintains that unless culturally specific 
knowledge is prioritised within social work, efforts for cultural responsiveness 
remains hampered. Thus, Faleolo (2013) and others (Mafile’o & Vakalahi, 2018; 
Mafile’o, 2001; Children, Young Persons & Their Families Service, 1998; Pacific 
Island Community and Social Workers, 1986) continually stress the imperative for 
social workers in Pacific contexts to move away from simply adapting and 
modifying Western models of practice to that of generating knowledge and practice 
models from the local context. 
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In the 30 years since the article ‘Good social work practice: a Pacific Island 
perspective’ was published (Pacific Island Community and Social Workers, 1986), 
the dominance of Western influence in social work practice and foreign aid remains 
strong within the Pacific Islands. This is despite ongoing commentary from Pacific 
Island representatives who have sought to promote indigenous Pacific ways of 
knowing, being, and doing in fields such as education, governance, community 
development, and social work practice (e.g., Thaman, 2003, 2013; Faleolo, 2013, 
2009; Mafile’o, 2001, 2008, 2013).  Interestingly, many of the good-practice 
principles promoted for work with Pacific communities outlined by the Pacific Island 
Community and Social Workers Association in 1986 ring true for Fijian social work 
practice today. These hallmarks of good social work have strong links to principles 
of responsive, culturally informed, and relationally driven practice and reiterate the 
significance of collaboration and consultation with Pacific communities. Not only do 
Fijian understandings of good practice reinforce the value of authentic listening 
within relationship building but they also privilege community voices in the 
decision-making process. Within the modern international context, the impetus 
should no longer be placed on Fijian communities to make their needs known but on 
international social work communities to ask. 
 
Conclusion 
This chapter offers interpretations of good practice as described by social 
workers enacting practice in Fiji. The language of good practice is a deliberate 
divergence from the dominance of ‘best practice’ principles that permeate Western 
academic literature. Best practice in social work is a term given to processes or 
actions deemed to be most likely to achieve a preferred outcome or goal (Ferguson, 
The challenge with defining social work in Fiji 
155 
2003). It has been acknowledged that what is considered to be best practice in 
Western contexts may not be appropriate or applicable in non-Western contexts 
(Va’ai & Nabobo-Baba, 2017; Dominelli, 2010; Gray et al., 2013; Gray & Fook, 
2004; Payne & Askeland, 2008; Thaman, 2013; Beecher et al., 2012). In recognition 
of this tension, in addition to limited literature about what is considered best practice 
within the Fijian context specifically, this chapter has chosen to avoid Western 
notions of best practice as the starting point for analysis. The process of comparative 
analysis under the guise of best-practice principles may also reinforce either/or 
approaches to cross-cultural social work and diminish opportunities for re-imagining 
social work. By imagining social work in Fiji within the narrative of ‘good’, the 
focus point moves from solely outcomes to a consideration of the ethical basis for 
practice. 
In this chapter, individual and focus group discussions with participants 
reveal an approach to social work practice that is focused on engagement. This 
highlights the centrality of relationship within social work and reveals a Fijian 
approach to good social work practice that is relationally driven. Although there is 
room for divergence on what is considered a good outcome when working with 
individuals and communities, there was consistency amongst participants in the 
language and terms used to describe good practice. These were grouped into three 
key principles that reflect understandings of how social work in Fiji should be 
enacted, namely that social work in Fiji should be responsive, relational, and 
informed by local ways of being, knowing, and doing. How social workers in Fiji 
seek to uphold and facilitate these good-practice ideals is examined in the next 
chapter.
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Chapter 8: Enabling Good Practice 
This chapter seeks to draw from metaphors presented by participants to 
broaden Fijian conceptualisations of good practice. As Pacific Island epistemologies 
are embedded within oral and story-telling traditions, the use of metaphor and 
symbolism represents a culturally informed approach to representing Pacific social 
work ideas (Vakalahi & Godinet, 2014). Pacific writers have consistently used 
metaphors to depict concepts and approaches to research (see Nabobo-Baba, 2008), 
education (see Thaman, 2003; Varani-Norton, 2017) and constructions of health and 
well-being (e.g., Fotu & Tafa, 2009; Children, Young Persons & Their Families 
Service, 1998; Puloto-Endemann 2001). The doctoral work of Tracie Mafile’o 
(2005) drew explicitly on metaphors to ground her analysis of Tongan social work 
practice within Tongan worldviews and understandings. Since Pacific understandings 
of social work are deeply rooted in cultural values and ideology, the use of metaphor 
seeks to promote indigenous epistemology rather than prioritise the modernist 
prescriptive approach that represents the Western dominance in social work literature 
(Mafile’o, 2008). The metaphors presented in this chapter construct a framework 
through which Fijian social work values can be interpreted and understood within 
Fijian paradigms of understanding. Additionally, social workers practising within 
Pacific contexts can use metaphor and symbolism to frame concepts and ideas that 
reflect the drive for good practice and positive resolutions (Kaho’olemana Martin, 
Paglinawan & Paglinawan, 2014). The chapter concludes with consideration of the 
values that may underpin these good practice metaphors. 
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Figure 7: Self portrait, female, age 32, Northern Division. Values include ‘love’, 
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Love and service: ‘Have the heart’ 
Participants talked about the importance of having the heart for social work, 
which was demonstrated by being passionate and selfless, or of service to others. The 
significance of the heart is prominent in figure 7, with a female pictorially depicting 
the ideas of love, passion, and being of service. One male participant working with a 
faith-based organisation in the Northern Division suggests that without the right heart 
and motives for the work, positive outcomes are unlikely to be achieved.  
I feel that anything has to be done from the heart; otherwise, it won’t be done 
properly. You got to like what you do. And you got to enjoy it. It’s not for my 
benefit, but it's for the benefit of those that will achieve something out of the 
work that I do. (Temo) 
 
Thus, the metaphoric ‘heart’ refers to having a genuine interest and passion 
for social work that assists in not only doing the job well but, according to 
participants, increases enjoyment of the work and thus reduces burnout. As a worker 
based with the Department of Social Welfare in Suva shares: 
For me, good social work is… first of all, you must have the, the heart to do 
it, the passion, because you know this kind of work – you’re working with 
issues and problems – so, like I said, then if you don’t have the heart for it, 
you’re not going to last. (Joe) 
 
The term ‘passion’ was also linked to ‘authenticity’, that is, if you are 
passionate and genuine, your motives will be to help and assist people rather than 
personal interests or gain. As an NGO-based employee opines, a social worker’s 
passion is to help others: 
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Yeah, I think for a good social worker, one thing [is] that they are really 
genuine with the people. You know, a passion for a social worker is to help. 
(Sikeli) 
 
This ‘heart’, this passion or desire to help others through benevolence and 
kindness, sometimes entails personal sacrifice. One male from Suva shares a 
personal example of this in his role working in schools: 
This with what that happened to me in school: Sometimes when they come 
asking for lunch money, they just come, they knock. ‘Sir, I don’t have any 
lunch money. Can you please give me one dollar? Sir I don’t have any bus 
fare. Can you please give me?’ ‘How much is your bus fare?’ ‘Fifty cents.’ I 
give fifty cents, sometimes I give one dollar to him, so the passion is needed 
to be able to be a good social worker. (Joshua) 
 
Joshua goes on to describe a similar level of personal sacrifice and conviction 
in his current role working in drug and alcohol awareness campaigns for the 
Government. 
Because sometimes some of the requirements of the need out there – if you do 
not have the passion, sometimes you have to travel, like, too, for example, 
when we were out in Vanuabalavu, and also in Lakeba, we are not supposed 
to go out to villages and conduct awareness. We are supposed to go to [main 
towns], so what I told my team, because the request has come from the 
villages, we have to go – we have to sacrifice our evening. (Joshua) 
 
In Western contexts, this could be seen as a blurring of professional 
boundaries; however, in Fiji, this could be seen as an example of ‘having the heart’ 
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for the job, a demonstration of the level of commitment and selflessness that is 
required. It is strongly underpinned by the idea of doing service and being of use to 
one’s community in ways that suggest that heart involves altruistic connotations that 
are linked to communal obligations. Being selfless and genuinely wanting to help 
others are thus considered core characteristics of a social worker with a good heart, 
as one woman summates: 
I think good social work practice is for the officer to have the heart to serve 
the people. You need to have a good heart. (Mary) 
 
When writing of social work practice in the Samoan context, Mulitalo-Lauta 
(2000) similarly identifies the role of ‘the Samoan heart’ in enacting good practice. 
Mulitalo-Lauta contends that the concept of the Samoan heart is closely linked to 
fa’asamoa (the Samoan way) and that social workers make decisions by following 
their hearts, not their minds. That is, social workers tend to make decisions based on 
gut instinct before rationalising or calculating according to a specific theory or model 
of decision-making. The concept of ofa (love) is also used within Tongan social 
work as practitioners aim to draw on cultural value systems that have historically 
served the advancement of Tongan well-being (Mafile’o, 2008). The values 
encapsulated within the act of laloma (love) also manifest in the Fijian context and 
likely reflect the dominance of vaka viti (the Fijian way) in shaping daily decision-
making. These consistencies across Pacific nations acknowledge the existence of 
theorising, which predominantly draws on the experiences of being a Pacific 
Islander, and on Islander approaches. Faleolo (2013) argues that these 
understandings can be translated from local theorising in practice or skills and, thus, 
create a significant teleological and culturally responsive model of practice. 
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Commitment: ‘Go the extra mile’ 
Encapsulated within participant narratives of having the heart for social work 
was the idea that social workers needed to have passion. Being passionate is linked to 
a social worker’s positive attitude, mindset, and motives, (particularly beliefs around 
being of service and useful to others), as well as being committed and willing to go 
the extra mile. Joshua contemplates whether passion, or commitment, is the best 
word to describe being willing to go the extra mile for a client. 
[W]hat I mean by passion [is] I’m ready to take the extra mile to give more 
assistance. So, number one for good social work is passion. I don’t know if I 
should use the [English] word ‘passion’ or I should use the same word as 
commitment. (Joshua) 
 
A female participant describes a good social worker as someone willing to go 
to additional lengths in order to achieve positive outcomes, which in this context 
were to ensure the child’s safety and the family’s well-being. 
It's going almost a little bit extra to ensure the safety of the family, the child – 
that's what we do here. We try just going the little extra. (Delai) 
 
In Ramacake’s 2010 description of Fijian social work, participants used the 
terms dina nomu cakacaka (having a good work ethic) or dau cakacaka 
(industriousness) as key values that underpin social work practice. This correlates to 
the saying ‘Go the extra mile’ and represents the value placed on hard work and 
diligence for both the 61 participants in this research and the initial seven social 
workers who took part in Ramacake’s 2010 study. The emphasis on hard work and 
commitment also challenges the stereotype of Fijians as being lazy, lacking self-
sufficiency, or being dependent and reliant on others (Collins, Noble, Poynting & 
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Tabar, 2000; Leslie & Wild, 2018; Frazer & Bryant-Tokalau, 2006). 
Commitment was also discussed in terms of being willing to work with 
people in an ongoing capacity, being prepared to undertake follow-up, and 
acknowledge that change was often a slow process. This also included recognition of 
both the complexity of the cases being presented to social workers (and thus a quick 
fix solution would not be adequate) and the time needed to build trust when 
establishing relationships with individuals, families, and communities. A worker 
from Suva identifies the importance of commitment to good practice outcomes, 
describing commitment as a process of seeing something all the way to the end. 
…seeing that your case goes right through to the end, to the end process. 
Commitment. Yes, commitment is important – good practice would be 
working with a client and seeing that client through from the beginning, the 
middle, and [to] the end. That would be best practice, and achieving those 
goals. (Joyce) 
 
One female participant admits that due to competing work pressures and 
demands for her time, she has been unable to complete follow-ups with clients. She 
phrases this a ‘not good practice’ and acknowledges the time required to enact 
meaningful change with families is a significant factor when attempting to 
effectively support families. 
…to me, it takes a lot of time to try and understand a child who's sitting there 
in front of you. It’s not just a one-day work, no – it will take weeks, it will 
take a month, or it will take the whole year, especially if the child is really 
abused. Some cases that we've come across, I think we have learned a lot just 
placing them in the home, and I haven’t followed up – that's not good 
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practice. I haven’t gone to the family... I can’t say I don’t have the time, but 
that’s the honest thing about it. (Alesi) 
 
The tensions deriving from needing to provide follow-up and go the extra 
mile present a dilemma for social workers who face large numbers of clients and 
limited resources. Delai shares that, as a social worker, she feels she has a 
responsibility to respond to those in need, that she can’t just turn her back because of 
other competing work demands. Delai describes this tension within the child safety 
context, saying: 
For example, if you come to home and then you figure out that the child, a 
girl, is being sexually molested by her uncle, are you just going to let that go? 
Finding a way to get the child consoled or, if possible, remove the child from 
the situation – otherwise, you have failed as a worker if you're not going to 
do anything about it. Are you just going to leave it, just because you have 
someone else to tend to? A good social worker, being able to identify issues, 
cannot just let it go; it’s going the extra. 
 
Added to the metaphor of going to extra mile as a demonstration of good 
social work practice is the contextual influence of working in an under-resourced 
environment. A perceived lack of available service provision and resources is seen as 
placing added pressure on workers to go that extra mile, or several miles, in order to 
support an individual or a community. Through their own sense of commitment they 
may draw on their own personal time and financial resources to make up for a lack of 
available alternatives. As Sally suggests, social work involves ‘a lot of sacrifice’, and 
Jone adds: 
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I know it’s against the policy, the position of the organisation, but I can’t turn 
them away just because they need my help. How can I turn them away? There 
is nowhere else for them to go. So, sometimes I will just give them the bus 
fare, like this, or some food, out of my own pocket. (Jone) 
 
A Government employee talks about the challenges brought about by a lack 
of financial resources: 
Oh gosh, it’s, like, a struggle every day, honestly. Um, resources – because 
when we try to… it’s like one thing to empower the client towards their skill 
and their talent; then it’s another thing to actually get the resources or the 
money to sort of foot the bill for the client. So, it’s like a struggle, the 
resources, the lack of resources in Fiji. (Miranda) 
 
Concerns about constraints on resources was reflected in information 
gathered throughout the Islands, with Joe from Suva highlighting that this leads to 
competition between agencies for resources, particularly in comparison to Western 
nations. 
But here in Fiji the practice is quite different. You wouldn’t get the resources 
as you would in more developed countries, like Australia and New Zealand. 
And the challenge is, the very limited resources is what affects the practice 
the most, so then there is still a big need for agencies to work together. But 
instead we all compete for fundings instead of working together as agencies 
that have social workers. 
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The endemic nature of the conflict between finite donor funding and the need 
for capacity to deliver necessary social support services has been well documented in 
terms of their negative effect on efficiency as well as political and economic 
implications for Pacific nations (Moloney, 2019; Pacific Island Forum Secretariat 
2015, 2013; Fry & Tarte, 2015; Ravuvu & Thornton; 2015; Leslie & Wild, 2018; 
Banks, Hulme & Edwards, 2015). The South Pacific is one of the most aid-
dependent regions in the world, with Fiji in particular experiencing a significant and 
increasing amount of foreign aid as a source of Gross National Income since 2002 
(Moloney, 2019). This means that the contexts in which social workers in Fiji engage 
in practice are significantly dependent on foreign aid and/or informal social networks 
(Mohanty, 2011). Competition for finances and an incongruence between donor 
objectives within the South Pacific region has maintained slow ‘progress’ and 
‘development’ for Pacific Islander nations (Moloney, 2019; Ravuvu & Thornton, 
2015; Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat, 2015) and further iterates the role of Fijian 
social workers in supporting community. Disappointingly, this dependence on 
foreign aid and enforced geo-political isolation can be directly traced to colonialism. 
Tongan sociologist Epeli Hau’ofa argues that it is the colonial process that destroyed 
regional Pacific Islander interdependence and consequently reshaped the narrative 
regarding the South Pacific as an area of ‘tiny, needy islands’ (Hau’ofa, 1994, p. 
159). The ongoing inter-relation between foreign aid and the implications for social 
work is beyond the limited scope of this thesis. However, the damage imposed and 
potential for ongoing subjugation by colonial forces further emphasise the need for 
de-colonising approaches to social care and welfare provision in Fiji. 
Counter to discourse in international geo-political arenas, the Pacific Islands 
are not tiny and dependent, but, rather, a diverse and expansive group that thrived for 
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millennia before colonial imposition. Such robust society can be linked to the highly 
developed systems of care and support that participants describe in chapters 4 and 5. 
It is these same non-state protection systems, provided through extended family, 
kinship, and community, that enable Pacific Islands to maintain resiliency in spite of 
global economic and environmental constraints (Mohanty, 2011). As such, going the 
extra mile for social workers in Fiji is not merely in response to inadequate global 
resourcing and donor funding limitations; it represents a cultural worldview that 
understands individual well-being as synonymous with the healthy functioning of the 
collective. Or, as Delai explains, ‘Social work in Fiji is a way of life’. 
Mafile’o (2008) describes similar commitments to social work within Tongan 
practice contexts, outlining the values of fetokoni’aki (mutual helpfulness) and tauhi 
va (looking after relationships) when describing a communal understanding of 
‘welfare’. Similar principles to social work are also encapsulated within the Samoan 
context when understanding the role of the Samoan way and Samoan heart in 
informing localised practice (Faleolo, 2013; Mulitalo-Luata, 2000). When writing 
about Pacific social work within the New Zealand context, the Pacific Island 
Community and Social Workers Association (1986, p. 7) says: 
Social work for us is not a job, it’s a way of life. It carries with it community 
accountability and community expectation. We are accountable to our 
communities. As social workers… we wish to move toward a more holistic 
approach which involves our communities in the nurturing and educating 
process of our people. This is our tradition. We never move on from one case 
to another but work as part of a continuing support network. It means that 
social work is a 24-hour job. 
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Over three decades, since Pacific social workers sought to outline the 
differences between Western social work approaches and Pacific understandings of 
care, Fijian social workers continue to maintain a strong sense of commitment to 
cultural ways of knowing, being, and doing. 
 
Integrity: 'Walk the talk’ 
According to participants, in order for good social work to occur in Fiji, there 
is a focus on having a relationship that is built upon mutual respect and trust. Indeed, 
the fundamental reality for most, if not all, social workers in the Pacific Island 
context is an understanding of the relational self (Va’ai & Nabobo-Baba, 2017). This 
links back to discussions in previous chapters that highlight the relational focus of 
both Fijian identity and what constitutes good practice. In order for trust to be 
developed and maintained, a social worker is described as needing to be honest, 
genuine, accountable, and transparent in their relationships with others. This is 
clearly articulated by Sairusi from Savu Savu: 
Social workers need to have accountability, and also they need to be able to 
be trusted. They need to be able to be trusted for things that are said and 
done. (Sairusi) 
 
Figure 8, drawn by another from the Northern Division of Fiji, further 
highlights the strong emphasis placed on trust as a key value for enabling good social 
work. She mentions this alongside the values of love and respect that interweave 
with what it is to ‘have the heart’ for good social work. 
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Figure 8: Self portrait, female, age unknown, Northern Division. Values include 
love, trust, and respect. 
 
 
Honesty was seen as fundamental to developing trusting relationships and 
displaying accountability in practice. Participants described this as being upfront 
about one’s role and not making promises that one may not be able to keep. Failure 
to keep a promise was seen as indicating that a social worker is unreliable, 
unaccountable, dishonest, and therefore not to be trusted. As one participant based in 
a school describes: 
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Social workers always need to be very honest with people, because if you’re 
dishonest, you will lose their trust. That’s what I find when I go around too – 
when if I find that I cannot solve the problem, if I cannot help the child, I will 
just tell him straight: ‘I am sorry, I cannot help you. I will refer you’, if I – 
instead of promising something that I cannot fulfil – because if you want to 
get their trust, you have to be honest with them. (Joshua) 
 
Given that good social work in Fiji was described using the metaphor of 
‘walking the talk’ with integrity as fundamental to the focus on relationship, it is not 
surprising that the virtues that help to facilitate trusting relationships are seen as 
paramount. These virtues, often talked about in terms of honesty, trustworthiness, 
and accountability, are also descriptors of a person seen to have integrity. Integrity, 
as identified by a male social worker from Labasa during talanoa, was listed as a 
core characteristic of good social work. As you will see in figure 9 below, integrity 
sits alongside the values of commitment and passion (having the heart) that were 
identified by participants during individual interviews. According to talanoa 
discussions, these are also factors that demonstrate a social worker’s authenticity and 
thus are likely to facilitate trust when building relationships. 
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Figure 9: Self portrait, male, age 30, Central Division 
 
 
As participants previously identified authenticity as a basic tenet of good 
social work (see chapter 7), it makes sense that personal attributes that facilitate 
authenticity are seen as virtues required for ethical good practice. Similar 
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understandings of the role of authenticity and building trust have been presented in 
indigenous Australian representations of good practice within Aboriginal 
communities (Bennett et al., 2013). Although the terms ‘honesty’ and 
‘accountability’ have not previously been outlined Fijian social work models 
(Ministry of Social Development, 2012; Ramacake, 2010), this could be due to 
divergence in translation from Baun or Fiji-Hindi into English. It could also be 
implied within cultural understandings of what it is to be ‘genuine’ (Ramacake, 
2010, p. 42), or ‘responsible’ (Pacific Island Community and Social Workers, 1986, 
p. 8), or entwined within the act of ‘being of service’, which, for example, in the 
Samoan setting, involves the elements of sacrifice, commitment, honesty, and 
integrity (Child, Youth and Family Services, 2015; Apulu, 2010). 
‘Walking the talk’ was seen as a primary demonstration of practising with 
integrity. This was viewed in terms of being a positive role model, and being mindful 
that, as a social worker, community members will be looking up to you and judging 
your behaviours. Again, the absence of consistency or transparency could result in 
mistrust and positioning the social worker as a hypocrite, damaging the social worker 
client/community relationship and thus the ability to facilitate good social work. One 
older female worker articulates this position well: 
For me, I believe that you have to be the model that you are preaching – you 
have to walk the talk, you have to be… the practice what you preach, and so, 
for me, that has been one of the things that I believe can make social work 
really work in Fiji. Otherwise, people will not be able to find you comfortable 
to speak to, or share their deep moments with you, and how will we be able to 
help that person or to some extent keep our society on their feet? (Nani) 
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Nani adds how this translates into practical actions on her part, in terms of 
demonstrating her values and being a role model to the community. She gives the 
example of working with schoolgirls and lecturing about alcohol to demonstrate this: 
So, that is one of the things that I have right from the beginning. So, if I’m 
going to say that you cannot go drinking and then think that everybody is 
going to look after you after that, especially when I am talking to young girls 
– I have to practice what I am telling them. (Nani) 
 
Another female, also from Suva, describes a similar experience of needing to 
‘walk the talk’ in her work as a social worker within a hospital setting: 
Even when I was working in Lautoka and I was telling pregnant mothers that 
they have to eat healthy. And then, you know, I thought to myself, I, too, have 
to try and eat more healthy before I tell these mothers. (Mere) 
 
Another female participant, this time from Lutoka, adds that this role 
modelling and accountability is required by social workers so that they can then be 
trusted by communities. 
If they practice themselves, then they can go out and practice the same with 
the communities itself. (Kirti) 
 
Again, this reinforces the importance of trustworthiness, accountability, and honesty 
in social workers’ capacity to demonstrate integrity and facilitate good practice in 
Fiji. The significance of positive role modelling may also feed back into the notion of 
social work in Fiji being ‘a way of life’. 
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Reflexivity: ‘Be aware of self’ 
A number of participants described the significance of self-awareness within 
constructions of good practice. Having an awareness of self was not only helpful in 
constructing a shared understanding of social work practice values and ethics during 
the talanoa sessions but it was also identified by individuals during one-on-one 
interviews as being vital for effective practice. One male, Atu, uses the language of 
learning about oneself to describe a process of self-reflection within social work: 
I think that, for social workers, they should first try to learn what they know 
themselves before going out, because that’s very important when you come 
into contact with other people in the communities as a social worker. Because 
once they are able to do that, they’ll be effective in trying to help the persons. 
(Atu) 
 
Another participant talks about self-awareness as underpinning ethical 
practice. She describes how the process of self-awareness involves managing one’s 
own emotional well-being to prevent burnout and introduces the idea that a social 
worker can’t help someone if they, themselves, are emotionally unwell.  
…things like managing your own emotions and being self aware and also 
keeping yourself healthy. Also, watch yourself, because you’re the person 
that’s meant to be helping people – that’s what I learned. I think that’s 
ethical, to watch your health before you watch other people’s health. 
(Meraia) 
 
According to participants, this process of self-reflection facilitated an 
opportunity to evaluate personal strengths as well as areas where knowledge was 
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lacking. This enabled social workers to articulate the things that they were doing 
well, but also to be open to learning and improvement. In this way, the process of 
self-reflection was used to both understand past practice and direct future practice. 
One woman describes this reflexive process as considering both the individual social 
worker’s position and that of the community: 
A good practice framework looks at the strengths within the professional and 
looking at the needs of our people, being reflective in the whole process. 
(Saini) 
 
Another female worker describes how reflexivity informs her own personal 
drive for self-development within practice: 
You have to self evaluate when you are a social worker a lot. You know, it 
makes me human, and I love being a social worker. It makes me strive to 
become better. (Mere) 
 
A willingness to examine oneself and enact change based on this process may 
also link to an idea of humility, of being willing to accept mistakes and that, as social 
workers, we are only human and, as such, fallible. Humility as a key cultural value 
has been well articulated for practice in Fijian, Tongan, Samoan, and Niuean 
contexts (Ramacake, 2010; Mafile’o, 2005; Child, Youth & Family Services, 2015). 
Mere goes on to describe how this honest self-appraisal allows her to ask for help 
within the professional context: 
If you don't feel comfortable or know how to work with a particular client, 
you need to go and, you know, tell your supervisor. And just the things I've 
been able to learn, you know especially at Empower Pacific, it helps you 
realise that you're still a human being – you still need to ask for help. (Mere) 
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The inclination to ask for help could stem from an awareness of the potential 
for harm, particularly where there are limitations around the individual social 
worker’s confidence to work with a particular client, or awareness of relevant 
legislation and policy. This may also be symptomatic of an emerging discourse of 
risk aversion, indicative of Western neo-liberal influence. Much further research is 
needed to substantiate this. 
One female from Suva describes how the changing organisational and 
legislative landscape requires social workers to continually up-skill, particularly if 
they are to avoid negligent or harmful practice. 
And the last thing you’d want to be is responsible for any mishaps or 
anything like that. Yeah, and training would be up-skilling, because 
information changes every day. There’s always [new] information, and 
change happens every second of the day, so if we, like, don’t keep ourselves 
up to par or informed, we miss out. (Miranda) 
 
The openness to learning and willingness to be reflexive in order to provide 
good practice also linked to an acknowledgment of the role of supervision and 
mentoring. Engaging in regular supervision was seen as fundamental to individual 
learning and professional development. One female participant describes the positive 
influence supervision had in building her confidence to work on complex and 
emotionally demanding child safety cases. 
For example, gaining that strength, you know, to be strong, confident. 
Because my personality – I’m not strong, and I guess neither of us are, 
especially when working with children in abuse. But I guess when I worked 
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on that case, it made me stronger. I learned that if there was something 
wrong, I, myself, as a social worker, had to find ways to make sure for the 
case to go through. The first thing that I found helpful was having a 
supervisor who was able to give me that knowledge and who was able to push 
me. When coming out from graduation, I had limited knowledge on social 
work, because although we've been through university – we’ve been through 
the courses – we just need somebody, a mentor or supervisor who is really 
good at social work. I was lucky to have a supervisor who was like that. It 
was my first job out of the university and those knowledge that I gained, those 
chats [with my supervisor], the skills that I got out of that experience has 
improved me as a social worker. (Joyce) 
 
Valuing supervision and mentoring may have direct correlation to the 
significance placed on reflexive practice, or, rather, of being teachable and open to 
learning. A notable proportion of participants were able to articulate the significance 
of one (or more) key mentors who had guided their professional development. In 
addition, participants often expressed a lack of confidence in their practice and 
knowledge base, and this translated to frequent requests for continued professional 
development opportunities in Fiji. As Saini suggests: 
That is something needed for us here in Fiji – more training and workshops, 
so that we can lift the standard of social work here in Fiji. 
Or as Joe says: 
In Australia [and] New Zealand, it’s more specialised, but in Fiji, social work 
is more generalised. We don’t have that specific training and skills. So, I 
think that is something that is needed here in Fiji, so we can better know. 
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Being teachable and open to learning can be viewed as positive virtues to 
enable good practice in Fiji. However, caution is advised with regards to the 
presupposition that Fijian social workers are lacking in knowledge or skills for 
practice. This may be symptomatic of colonial influence within both formalised 
education systems (Thaman, 2003; 2013) and within social work in Fiji that has led 
to a de-valuing of local cultural practices and wisdoms in social work approaches 
(Ravulo, 2017). As such, opportunities exist in Fiji to develop not only culturally 
informed social work practice but also Fijian models and approaches to supervision. 
 
Empathy: ‘Put yourself in their shoes’ 
Good social workers in Fiji were described by participants as needing to be 
able to consider the position of the client, to value the lived experiences of clients 
and communities and display empathy when working with others. As one woman 
from Suva clearly states: 
When you are talking to people, put yourself in their position. (Nani) 
This was reiterated by another participant from Labasa: 
For me, good social work practice would be would be putting yourself into 
the person whom you're trying to help, into that particular person's shoes – 
you see what you would feel like in when you get the feeling of what the 
particular person is going through. (Vili) 
 
Vili alludes to the way that empathic connection, or putting yourself in 
another’s shoes, enables understanding. It is through the process of empathic 
engagement that the social worker is able to share the journey of another person, 
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rather than sitting outside of it in ways that could underpin or imply judgement, 
differentiation from, or blaming the individual for their adversity or situation. Being 
empathetic, and communicating with empathy, is central to breaking down barriers 
of mistrust and fear, and is fundamental to establishing a space of collaboration and 
solidarity between the community and social worker. As Sikeli suggests, without 
empathy he would be unable to understand the needs and experiences of others and 
thus be at a loss of how best to support them. 
Because when you don’t have empathy for people, it’s really hard to know 
how you can help. Yeah, for me that’s one thing, and when I have empathy 
for them and understand the situation – put myself in their shoes – then I 
better know how to handle cases, better know how to help them. (Sikeli) 
 
Empathy enables understanding and removes barriers to building healing and 
authentic relationships between the social worker and individual or community 
(Ingram, 2013). For i’Taukei Fijians, empathy has been described as essential to the 
vanua or indigenous worldview, along with the values of respect, love, and humility 
(Farrelly & Nabobo-Baba, 2012). The acknowledgement of empathy as an enabler to 
good practice highlights the role of culturally informed understandings of social 
work in Fiji. Admittedly, however, the significance of empathy within social work 
has also been well document and established in Western and non-Western social 
work contexts (Ingram, 2013; Gerdes & Segal, 2011; Lundy, 2011). And while 
empathic understandings of practice may have Fijian cultural connotations, empathy 
as a driver for good practice is likely to have universal application and support 
amongst international social work arenas. 
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Conceptualisations of empathy have been written about in Fiji within 
education and anthropological domains (Thaman, 2003; Nabobo-Baba et al., 2012; 
Ravuvu, 1987) and have been used to emphasise the importance of talanoa as an 
empathic approach to research (Farrelly & Nabobo-Baba, 2012). However, to date, 
little has been written about the construct of empathy within Fijian social work 
context specifically. In Ramacake’s (2010) description of Fijian social work values, 
there is mention of loloma (love), veidokai (respect), and vakarokoroko (humility); 
however, there is no explicit mention of the term ‘empathy’. In deference to the data 
collected within this thesis, Ramacake uses the term veivositi (to accept an apology, 
or to forgive another) as a Fijian social-work value. This state of forgiveness that is 
culturally held up as virtuous is a very different concept to that of empathic 
understanding, or walking in the shoes of another. The focus on forgiveness likely 
pays homage to the emphasis placed on reconciliation within traditional i’Taukei 
responses to conflict or disruption to community well-being (Nabobo-Baba, 2006). 
Descriptions of the role of reconciliation in response to trauma and family violence 
have been well articulated in the Samoan and Cook Islander social work context 
(Child, Youth & Family Services, 2015; Crichton-Hill, 2007; Children, Young 
Persons & Their Families Service, 1998); however, what is less clear from the data 
collected in this research is whether this remains a dominant ideological position of 
social workers in Fiji. The impetus on forgiveness may also be linked to what is 
acknowledged as the strong Christian influence within Fijian understandings of 
social work (Ramacake, 2010; Nickson, Kuruleca & Clarke, 2009). Certainly, 
Varani-Norton (2009) maintains that the influence of Christianity within Pacific 
mindsets cannot be over-stated. There seems to be no differentiation between what is 
an inherent Fijian cultural value and a Fijian social work value, again emphasising 
The challenge with defining social work in Fiji 
181 
the embedded nature of cultural understanding within Fijian constructions of good 
social work. 
Empathy, as opposed to forgiveness, may importantly serve to create a space 
to support people, irrespective of religious and/or cultural narratives that would 
otherwise ostracise and stigmatise. One participant describes how she was able to 
enact empathy and non-judgementalism to overcome some of her own personal 
beliefs when working with sex-workers. 
Maybe with religion and the values I have about having more than one sexual 
partner and that stuff, it clashed when I was working in Empower Pacific in 
the Sekoula Sex Worker Programme. But then, when I was there to work with 
the sex workers as a social worker, it was not about the fact that they were 
gay or they were lesbian – it was the problem they were facing in terms of 
trying to get child maintenance or find shelter. And so, I attended this 
workshop once in Fiji – I forget who facilitated it, but one thing she said 
always stuck in my mind: ‘You don't have to accept it, you don't have to be 
like these people with all these different values. Then, you try to understand 
how hard it must be to be an alcoholic or to be addicted.’ It's more about 
their problems and listening to them; you don't have to condone what they do. 
Sometimes we put stigma there, and when we put stigma there rather than 
look at them just as a person. (Mere) 
 
Another female participant uses the example of working with single mothers, 
which challenges cultural norms about family and gender roles, to describe the 
significance of empathy. 
Most of our clients that come to the office are very desperate. You really need 
to put yourself inside their shoes. We have to understand them. Some of them 
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are single mothers, and most child abuse cases mainly come from broken 
family, or children are left with their grandparents. Or people that we have at 
this office are poor, from different background – most of them are not 
educated. You have to understand, put yourself in their shoes to understand 
what they're going through. (Nani) 
 
A participant from Lautoka similarly describes issues of vulnerability and 
social marginalisation such as poverty, lack of education, and gender discrimination 
as being linked to stigma and cultural expectations about gender roles. She describes 
how being able to consider the experience of another is linked to a non-judgemental 
and non-discriminatory approaches to working with people. 
A good social worker would be non-judgemental; for example, just because 
there is not enough support available. And sometimes things don’t go right – 
there is a chance that community can judge the client, but I think it’s really 
important to remember where they are coming from. Because that’s why 
they’re coming for help. Because a lot of them who we see are vulnerable, 
and a lot of them don’t have a good education level as well. And especially 
for clients with gender-based violence, just because society is such that men 
are treated superior to women – still now, for some people, it’s very hard for 
them to get help, especially from their family members too, because they 
judge the woman or the girl, saying ‘They are bad’, or  
They are not fulfilling their role’. So, I think good practice would include to 
respect them. (Alfrada) 
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Alfrada’s narrative is powerful in the way that she links the virtue of 
empathy, or to ‘remember where they are coming from’, to the principles of non-
judgementalism and anti-discrimination; or, as she simply states, ‘respect’ for 
persons. The language of respect for persons, and acknowledging the inherent nature 
of what it is to be human, connects to a human rights discourse inherent within social 
work (Reichert, 2015). One of the male participants describes humanity as the 
starting point for empathy in practice: 
Because social work relates to human beings, I guess you have humanity. So 
it's all about being in the person's shoes and then you feel that experience 
and then you apply it to your knowledge. (Salesh) 
 
In this way we can begin to see the potential correlation between Fijian 
constructions of good practice and the espoused universal notions of respect for 
human dignity within international social work arenas. Or, as the International 
Federation of Social Workers (2018) posits, ‘Social work is based on respect for the 
inherent worth, dignity of all people and the individual and social/civil rights that 
follow from this’. Consideration of the applicability of this IFSW position to the 
Fijian context is further examined in the following chapter. 
 
Conclusion 
Much of the debate pertaining to internationalising efforts in social work 
links to whether social work can claim enough of a shared value base to constitute a 
unified global professional identity. International social work bodies remain adamant 
that values such as inherent human dignity and a quest for social justice and 
professional integrity are core social work attributes that transcend national and 
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cultural boundaries (IFSW, IASSW, and ICSW, 2010). Such constructs have 
resonance with the positions of Fijian social workers in that the metaphors derived 
from the descriptions of the participants in this study highlight the importance of 
respect for human dignity, working with commitment to ‘go the extra mile’, to  put 
ourselves ‘in their shoes’, and show professional integrity, to ‘walk the talk’. Fijian 
social work metaphors, such as having the heart, putting yourself in their shoes, 
going the extra mile, and being aware of self, also have connotations to the notions of 
empathy, commitment/professional accountability, and reflexivity that are well 
documented in Western social work text books as exemplars of social work values. 
This lends credence to the position that social work can, and does, have a shared 
ideological starting point globally, particularly when framed within a construct of 
human rights (Reichert, 2011; Healy, 2008b; Ife, 2008). It is challenging, however, 
to escape the de-colonising conundrum whereby any efforts to draw conclusions and 
comparisons between Fijian and ‘international’ constructions of social work values 
are likely to inadvertently privilege dominant (largely Western) discourse regarding 
social work values and ethics. Viewed through this lens, the Fijian expressions of 
good practice, and the language used to interpret it, remain a by-product of my 
Western research perspective as the starting point from which I analyse and make 
sense of data. Such a process, although strongly exhibited within anthropological 
research, has an inherent risk of reinforcing Western social work as the starting point 
by which other cultures are then compared and contrasted (Nadan, 2017). 
To manage and mitigate this risk, this chapter frames the expressed values of 
good social work within the language of metaphors as consistent with many existing 
Pacific social work models (see Child, Youth & Family Services, 2015). In other 
writing, the use of cultural artefacts, such as the out-rigger canoe, paddle, fale 
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(house), masi (cloth), land, and the ocean have been used to describe theoretical 
frameworks of research and practice designed to reflect Pacific beliefs and 
understandings (Fotu & Tafa, 2009; Va’ai & Nabobo-Baba, 2017; Pulotu-Endemann, 
2001; Varani-Norton, 2017; Nabobo-Baba, 2006; Meyer, 2017). When answering the 
research question ‘How is good social work understood, enacted, and enabled in 
Fiji?’, the metaphors described and explored within this chapter provide a succinct 
framework for reflection on the espoused values that underpin and inform social 
work in Fiji. In short, the summative statement ‘Good social work in Fiji is enabled 
by having the heart, going the extra mile, walking the talk, being aware of self, and 
putting yourself in the shoes of others’ provides a system of metaphors through 
which the values of Fijian social work practice are articulated. Where possible, 
participant responses were linked to existing dialogue regarding Pacific approaches 
to social work. Although nuances exist between each Island context, the role of both 
cultural protocol and the focus of relationship remains central in the Pacific 
representations of good social work in Samoan, Tongan, Niuean, Hawaiian, and 
Maori contexts (see Faleolo, 2013; Mafile’o 2008; Child, Youth & Family Services, 
2015; Va’ai & Nabobo-Baba, 2017; Hollis-English, 2015). The responses by social 
workers in Fiji further support these principles, lending credence to the emerging 
groundswell of Pacific-focused literature seeking to prioritise Pacific ways of 
knowing, being, and doing in global understandings of social work.
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Chapter 9: The challenge with defining 
social work 
Debates about the definition of international social work reflect broader 
concerns within social work circles about the roles of social workers and how these 
align to the profession’s basic values (Dominelli & Moosa-Mitha, 2014; Brydon, 
2011; Grey, 2005). Debates centre on whether the profession should be primarily 
committed to remedial, activist, or developmental forms of practice (Brydon, 2011; 
Midgley, 2001), as well as tensions regarding the universality of human rights 
principles across diverse cultural settings (Gray et al., 2013; Grey, 2005; Healy, 
2001). There are also competing discourses as to whether social work needs to be 
seen as a professional project or whether the professionalising of social care further 
serves neo-liberal Western agendas, rather than promoting indigenous models of 
well-being (Burkett & McDonald, 2005; Dominelli, 2004; Carranza, 2018). This 
chapter considers how these global debates reflect the daily experiences of social 
workers in Fiji and documents the neo-liberal influence within this space. This 
chapter also integrates the various themes presented in this thesis and presents a 
summation of social work ‘Fiji style’, as outlined by participants. It concludes by 
considering the impact of values and influence of Western ideology, with particular 
focus on the construct of human rights. 
 
The contested nature of social work in Fiji 
Participants who joined in this study all self-identified as social workers and 
their engagement with this research was not determined by a prescriptive definition 
of social work imposed by me, as a white, Western, outsider researcher. As outlined 
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in chapters 1 and 2, globalisation and colonialism have been hugely influential in the 
privileging of Western ideologies and constructs of truth over local indigenous ways 
of knowing (Ravulo, 2017; Bennett et al., 2013; Dominelli, 2014; Faleolo, 2013). In 
the Pacific Island context, this has also translated to a systemic devaluing of local 
knowledges, where Western outsiders are positioned as the ‘expert’ and Pacific 
Island nations are portrayed as dependent on aid and ‘capacity development’ 
activities that focus on community deficit (Thaman, 2013; Leslie & Wild, 2018). 
Perhaps one of the most saddening displays of this cultural genocide is the discourse 
surrounding ‘white is right’ (Meraia; see chapter 4), which represents the privileging 
of Western knowledge as superior to local practices. It is also an awareness of these 
colonialist impositions on the people of Fiji that has led to the commitment to de-
colonialist methodology as articulated in chapter 3. 
Fortunately, increasing numbers of Pacific writers are celebrating cultural 
knowledge and challenging the misrepresentation of Pacific Islands as ‘backward’ 
and ‘primitive’ and isolated island states (Koshy et al., 2008; Pacific Islands Forum 
Secretariat, 2015; Hau'ofa, 1994). An emerging number of writers are showcasing 
Pacific epistemologies and highlighting the complex, inter-related, yet diverse nature 
of Pacific Islander ethnicities (Vakalahi & Godinet, 2014; Ravulo, Mafile’o & 
Yeates, 2019). Although due to both the oral tradition of Fiji and dominance of 
Western scientific thought in academia, the plethora of Euro-centric social work 
content continues to dominate Pacific social work arenas (Faleolo, 2013). This has 
also extended to the spread of Western social work practice internationally and is 
visible in Fiji through the establishment of the Bachelor’s degree at USP and 
presence of Australian academics teaching this course, the formation of FASCW, and 
a strong foreign aid influence. This poses risks of intellectual discrimination and 
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oppression through inequalities in people’s access to knowledge that might be 
pertinent to their own cultural setting (Dominelli, 2010). As such, it is pertinent that 
local Fijian understandings and constructions of social work be supported in 
international debates regarding the nature and purpose of social work (Ravulo, 2017). 
Another component of the rationale behind allowing research participants to 
self-identify was an acknowledgement of both international debates regarding the 
professionalisation of social work and an awareness of similar tensions occurring at a 
local level within Fiji. In chapter 6, participants described the emergence of a social 
work professional identity within Fiji. As social work embarks on a journey of 
formalisation in Fiji, through mechanisms such as higher education and professional 
associations, there is tension amongst the community as to who can reasonably 
considered themselves to be a social worker. Some social workers, particularly those 
with higher education or overseas training, put forward an argument that social work 
needs to be enshrined within formal mechanisms. To recap a quote from Mere in 
chapter 6: 
When I first came back to Fiji from studying overseas – and I came back to 
Fiji to be a social worker – everybody said, ‘Oh, I'm a social worker too’. 
And I thought, 'Yeah, but none of you had to go, like me, for four years to get 
a degree!', and yet, you know, they are saying they are a social worker too. I 
think we need to just bring up the message more, to bring more awareness 
that it's an actual profession where qualifications are needed. (Mere) 
 
Yet, on the other side of the debate, participants talked about social work 
being understood as something that you do, as a process of social care and support, 
rather than as a professional job. Several participants talked about social work being 
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‘natural’ to Fijians and a part of cultural practice that links to helping and serving 
those in your community. This links to existing understandings of Fijian social work 
presented by Nickson and colleagues (2009) who focus on informal modes of social 
work practice and a strong convention regarding volunteering and church 
participation as examples of social work practice. However, as introduced in chapter 
5, this notion of being of service to your community is likely attributed to cultural 
understandings of vaka viti. It also reflects the influence of cultural values in 
understandings of social work practice such as to ‘have the heart’ that was discussed 
in chapter 8. Similar constructs of social work have been articulated in Samoa, 
Tonga, Maori, and Hawaiian contexts (Mulitalo-Lauta, 2000, Faleolo, 2013; 
Mafile’o, 2008; Vakalahi & Godinet, 2014). 
These mutual understandings of social work as an informal activity may 
reinforce the idea of social work as a ‘natural’ (Morales et al., 2010) phenomenon 
rather than a specific skill set. However, I argue that these perceived informal 
processes are actually reflective of ways of practice that are deeply rooted in Pacific 
epistemologies, and that to render these as informal may diminish the significance of 
these practices as encapsulating Fijian ways of knowing, being, and doing. To 
reiterate a quote by Joyce, in chapter 6: 
I know it's never been written or recorded, you know and there's not been 
much research of it, but I think a lot of people would call themselves social 
workers because they – they know what social work is, I guess. I guess 
because of the, you know, like our [Fijian] values. (Joyce) 
 
The commentary by Joyce regarding the lack of documentation may reinforce 
the notion that whilst traditional modes of social care have existed for some time, 
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formal written documentation and research of what is considered social work is still 
largely non-existent in Fiji. Additionally, chapters 5 and 6 show that while some 
participants in this study allude to a shared informal understanding of what is 
considered social work, there are others who indicate a lack of community awareness 
of just what social work entails. Such dichotomies mirror similar tensions regarding 
definitions of social work within international social work contexts (See Nikku, 
2015; Noble, 2013; Boder, 2011; Dominelli, 2014; Grey, 2005). This dichotomy also 
exists in terms of social work being a new and emerging concept versus a practice 
that has pre-existing cultural roots within Fiji. By officially documenting Fijian 
understandings of good practice, this thesis argues for the ongoing need for Pacific 
social work theories to be further solidified and legitimised. 
In answering the research question of how social work is understood, enacted, 
and enabled in Fiji, this thesis has considered the manner in which social work may 
be viewed as an informal process, as something inherent in Fijian cultural norms that 
encourage collective social care. Alternatively, social work is becoming increasingly 
professionalised and may be interpreted as a formalised activity, often requiring 
specific training and skill development. These interpretations are often directly 
linked to the social worker’s positionality within an organisation, religious beliefs, 
age and gender, previous work experience, and exposure to education and training. In 
this way, we begin to see how understandings of social work directly relate to 
broader socio-political, cultural, and historical influences that shape and mould Fijian 
constructions of social work. 
McDonald (2006) describes the creation and validation of social work as a 
process of institutionalisation, its activities particularly shaped by the institutional 
context. The values social workers adhere to, the skills they utilise, and the goals 
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they set are all influenced by the professional practice context in which they operate. 
Detailed accounts of the Fijian practice context were considered in chapters 4 and 5. 
To add to this, past practice experience is passed on to new workers, and a culture of 
norms, or accepted social work standard practice, develops. In chapters 6, 7, and 8, 
social workers in Fiji talk of the significance of education, cultural knowledge, and 
professional mentoring in shaping their own understandings of practice. These 
chapters highlight the way in which worker location, including institutional 
influence, organisational positioning, and cultural context, all interact to shape 
understandings of social work practice. 
Participants in this study were also situated in diverse practice contexts in 
terms of organisational location, with workers coming from NGO settings, statutory 
bodies, government, faith-based organisations, and welfare and international 
development agencies. This may go some way to explaining the divergent roles and 
descriptions of practice, particularly if we agree with the premise that social work is 
a socially constructed entity. It also helps us to understand how social work can be 
enacted in very different ways across Fiji, often with quite divergent objectives. 
However, this raises questions as to whether or not social work in Fiji has enough of 
a shared understanding to create a distinct space as a professional project. This 
further connects to existing international debates as to whether it is possible to have 
any unifying social work collective identity (Nikku, 2015; Mullaly, 2007; Midgley, 
2001; Boder, 2011; Dominelli, 2014). 
 
Social workers ‘help people in need’ 
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As articulated in chapter 6, at its most basic interpretation, social work in Fiji 
was described by participants as a process of ‘helping people’. As Saini from Nadi 
says: 
That is social work – helping another person. (Saini) 
 
Morales et al. (2010) present an argument that viewing social work as the 
process of helping reflects an understanding of social work practice as natural rather 
than professional. This correlates with Mere’s position of social work and the process 
of helping others: 
[T]hat's something natural for us here, in Fiji. (Mere) 
This may also position social work as an activity driven by values and not 
necessarily connected to a specific skill set or training (Mullaly, 2007). This 
correlates to participant experiences in chapters 7 and 8, where we consider 
constructions of good social work largely linked to practitioner virtues and values 
rather than specific skills, although this consequently reinforces debates about 
whether or not social work has a unifying value base from which to enact practices, 
and the extent to which social work in Fiji can ascribe to a set of shared 
‘professional’ values. Contributing to this debate remains a core aim of this thesis 
and is considered in further detail towards the end of this chapter. 
Despite a heavy emphasis on informal processes and strong engagement with 
traditional modes of social care (helping) in Fiji, there were examples in participant 
narratives that may reflect more Westernised understandings of social work as a 
professional construct. This manifests in workplace activities such as ‘needs 
assessment’ and ‘referral’, whereby the social worker had a function in the delivery 
of material assistance. Unsurprisingly, this was most overt in those employed within 
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the Department of Social Welfare (DSW). One DSW employee recounts how she is 
required to conduct a home visit to ascertain the ‘real’ situation of an applicant, as 
applications are only approved if the DSW employee provides confirmation of the 
applicant’s eligibility 
So, we go out to them and interview them, interview the neighbours, try to get 
out the real story – what they are really going through, and the source of 
income, and why are they are like that… and then at least the government gives 
them money and also provides food vouchers for them. We call it a poverty 
benefit scheme. (Elanoa) 
 
Another participant explains how he adopts the persona of ‘Agent Vinod’ in order to 
investigate client circumstances and get to the ‘truth’. 
When we go to conduct home visit, we have to be very, very sharp, and 
putting on that Agent Vinod [persona], getting information, and be more 
inquisitive as we can, and ask more question, just to see whether they are 
telling the truth, whether they are giving the right information. But basically 
the whole purpose is to just to verify whatever they have given, just to see 
whether that was whatever information they have given during the interview 
is correct. Information about family, the income, the houses that they have, 
whether they have a [house] that they own or they have a lot of properties, 
because those are some of the questions that we ask, and then, after the home 
visit, we come back and do our home visit report, and then we attach it 
together with the interview, the case history form, and then you can be sent 
for vetting. (Salesh) 
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The process of ‘assessment’ and determining eligibility for service delivery 
through vetting has striking correlations to welfare practices in Western contexts 
(Morley et al., 2019). This could pertain to global influence of neo-liberalism in the 
delivery of social support services (Burkett & McDonald, 2005; Dominelli, 2004), 
although the imposition of a British welfare model during colonisation is another 
obvious contributor. Many have also argued that the shifting focus on detecting 
welfare cheats further reflects the swing from welfare-liberalism to neo-liberalism 
(Chunn & Gavigan, 2004; Wacquant, 2009; DeSante, 2013; Moffit, 2015; Bridges, 
2017). As such, I asked participants how decisions were made about who was 
eligible for payment and who was ineligible. Responses included the ‘poorest of the 
poor’ or, similar to many Western social work contexts, deservingness included an 
ability to meet ‘criteria’ based on the worker’s assessment. 
These narratives of practice provide some clues as to how social issues such 
as poverty are perceived in Fiji, and thus how social workers should be called to 
respond. On the one hand, the collectivist ideal and significance of family may be 
apparent in the way in which social workers’ assessments involve the whole family, 
as articulated in chapters 7 and 8. In this context, social workers describe themselves 
as using ‘strengths’ or ‘holistic’ approaches to practice, as they view the ability to 
draw on broader family resources as evidence of this. On the other hand, the 
dominance of the ‘deserving poor’ and the focus on provision of material assistance 
have contributed to a narrative around welfare dependency. Siani uses metaphor to 
describe how she views social welfare as enabling people to be ‘lazy’. 
The thing is with Fijians sometimes – you know how they say don’t give the 
person a fish; you've to teach him how to fish, because with all this assistance 
that has been given, it's making them lazy, making Fijians lazy. 
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Again, we see correlations with political discourse in Australia, Great Britain, 
and the US, as the concept of individual responsibility for personal wealth permeates 
the views of some Fijian participants. Such positions reflect a neo-liberal focus on 
individualism that sees poverty as a consequence of laziness or a sign that an 
individual has not been exerting enough effort on their own to obtain employment 
(DeSante, 2013). These viewpoints lend themselves to the rise of terms such as 
welfare ‘dependency’ to allude that the provision of unemployment benefits only 
serves to reinforce recipients’ laziness, and that the act of receiving government 
assistance itself has become a symbol of un-deservingness (Moffit, 2015). The 
response has been a rise in authoritarian welfare practices that scrutinise the poor and 
morally demonise welfare recipients, particularly single mothers (Bridges, 2017; 
Moffit, 2015). Such practices reinforce politically conservative attitudes that poverty 
is a problem of individuals in civil society and that the solution to poverty is an 
individualised one to be chiefly found in the labour market or marriage (Chunn & 
Gavigan, 2004). These attitudes within the Fijian social work context further suggest 
an imposition of Western-liberal ideology as the by-product of colonisation. 
By problematising the individual, some Fijian social workers constructed 
their role as occurring on the individual level. As the person is the problem, there 
was no discussion about the impact of macro socio-political forces such as 
governance, fiscal policy, unemployment rates, or globalisation, and thus the role of 
the social worker remained at the micro level. In fact, several participants identified 
this individualised notion of practice as the demarcation of social work between that 
of other helping roles, such as community work. 
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When I talk to clients, it’s those that need assistance with something, and so 
social work is more of trying to help them to have access to what they need at 
that time. It’s similar to community development, but social work would be 
more one to one, and it would be more of an individualistic approach. (Kesa) 
 
This focus on individualism within social work practice in Fiji is curious, 
given the strong cultural onus on collectivism and shared social responsibility. The 
lack of connection between poverty, social policy, and the role of government(s) may 
be more easily explained given that the Department of Social Welfare, the 
establishment of a formalised Government, and the introduction of charity are the 
result of colonial imposition and foreign in many ways to existing Fijian social 
structures. Having said that, individualism could also be argued as Western impetus, 
and this element of social work practice is actively shaping the way that practice is 
contextualised and practised in the Islands. 
Some participants offered a critique of this situation, suggesting that it creates 
a condition of dependency or reliance on the social worker to fix issues. 
In terms of the best social work is to understand it well. And the best way to 
go about it is to come up with policies and approaches that will not only take 
off the handout mentality but more like help them be sustainable – self-
sustainable – be self-reliant, self-sufficient. Not to be helped, not to have the 
handout mentality, and that the assistance will always be there, but to help 
them become more self-sufficient and self-reliable. (Saini) 
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In many ways, this taps into criticisms of the dominant welfare and charity 
models of social care that are a by-product of Fiji’s colonial history. One participant 
shares her disapproval of charity models and social welfare benefits. 
You just giving them money but… are they really becoming self-sufficient? 
(Arti) 
Catch-phrases such as social work needing to offer ‘a hand up, not a hand-
out’ were mentioned on several occasions and are associated with liberal ideology 
colouring similar debates in Australian politics. This problematising at the individual 
level may also be a driving force behind participant calls for clients to be more ‘self-
sufficient’, as though it is a lack of self-sufficiency that is the cause of their poverty 
(DeSante, 2013). The idea of welfare dependency and correlating critiques of the 
welfare state have existed for some time in Western constructs, with much of the 
critique centring on liberal ideals of independence (Morley et al., 2019). Again, this 
seems at stark odds to Fijian values of interdependence and communalism 
consistently articulated in chapters 4, 7, and 8. The elephant in the room in all of this 
is the fact that these Fijian communities were self-sufficient prior to British 
colonisation. 
Again, I emphasise the critical and de-colonialist paradigms through which I 
am interpreting the discourse surrounding social work practice in Fiji. Such 
paradigms offer a critique of neo-liberal agendas that highlight the way in which the 
poor are punished and further marginalised (Moffit, 2015). This is not to assume that 
those who are operating within the neo-liberal models are deliberately or consciously 
wanting to further marginalise the poor (Wacquant, 2009). As an outsider, I do not 
wish to insinuate in any way that social workers in Fiji are deliberately promoting or 
endorsing capitalist neo-liberal agendas. Rather, I wish to observe the (unintended) 
The challenge with defining social work in Fiji 
199 
consequence of neo-liberal approaches in social work via the perpetuation of the 
deservingness myth (Bridges, 2017) and a tendency to blame people who access 
social support for being deficient rather than acknowledging poverty as a 
consequence of unequal social structures (Chunn & Gavigan, 2004). 
It is important to flag that not all participants situated their practice within 
these welfare paradigms, or are necessarily supportive of such constructions of social 
work. As showcased in chapters 7 and 8, alternative paradigms focus on social work 
in Fiji as having a more emancipatory or social justice agenda, as well as a rejection 
of formalising social work in favour of traditional and locally specific interpretations 
of good social work. There is also a strong focus on relationship building and 
reciprocity rather than top-down or prescriptive, outcome-focused understandings of 
good practice. These Fijian constructions of good practice highlight an alternative 
position to Western neo-liberal agenda that may be more congruent with Fijian 
cultural values, beliefs, and contextual considerations. 
 
Social work ‘Fiji style’ 
In 1986, a group of Pacific Islander social workers came together in New 
Zealand to discuss what competencies were needed by a Pacific Island person 
starting social work. They identified having a sound knowledge of culture, as well as 
humility and sense of responsibility, as central to providing effective service with 
Pacific communities (Pacific Island Community and Social Workers Association, 
1986, p. 7). The group also identified that although each was clear about what social 
work looks like from a Pacific Islander perspective, much needed to be done in order 
to document knowledge of social work already being shared orally within the 
community (p. 9). More than thirty years later, the pioneering work of this group still 
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rings true for social workers in Fiji. This includes an ongoing need for further written 
documentation regarding models and understandings of Fijian social work, as such 
examples remain sparse (Ramacake, 2010). 
In both the work of the Pacific Island Community and Social Workers group 
(1986) and Ramacake’s (2010) more recent article on Fijian social work, the 
attributes pertaining to cultural knowledge, trustworthiness, humility, love, and 
commitment remain core. Within the research for this thesis, participant reflections 
in chapter 8 suggest that such qualities remain fundamental to enable good social 
work in Fiji. In each of these documents, the terms ‘skills’, ‘attributes’, and 
‘competencies’ were used interchangeably to reflect a set of virtues perceived to 
reflect a Fijian or Pacific-centric model of practice. MacIntyre (1985) suggests that 
‘good’ can be understood as rooted in human character. Hugman (2005) integrates 
this with constructions of ethical theory to show how these character traits, or virtues, 
can be harnessed to shape understanding of ethical practice, and that, in a 
professional setting, these character traits can be learned or developed so as to enact 
good or ethical practice. Similar understandings of ethical practice have also been 
documented in the Pacific Island contexts of Samoa, Tonga, and Hawaii (Vakalahi & 
Godinet, 2014). 
However, one significant development on the early work of the Pacific Island 
Community and Social Workers Association (1986) and the more recent Pacific 
Conceptual Framework (Family and Community Services, 2014) is the fact that data 
obtained in this thesis was gathered within Fiji. In both the Association’s (1986) and 
Family and Community Services’ (2014) frameworks, participants were drawn from 
a community of Pacific Islander workers living in New Zealand. Similarly, the 
forging efforts of Ramacake (2010) consisted primarily of participants in New 
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Zealand, although two social workers from Fiji were also contributors. The 
similarities between these pieces of work and the content within this thesis provide 
strong evidence to suggest a core Pacific Islander social work identity that extends 
well into the Pacific Island diaspora. This is consistent with the position of Hau’ofa 
(1994) and others (see Mafile’o & Vakalahi, 2018; Vakalahi & Godinet, 2014), who 
suggest that Pacific Island cultures have long been a people of transnational 
movement and intercontinental relationships. It may also suggest that models 
developed by Pacific Islanders living in Western nations are highly valid and 
applicable for communities living in Island nations. This may provide scope for 
Fijian social workers living in New Zealand, Australia, and the US, to partner with 
less well resourced institutions in Fiji in the development of Fijian-specific social 
work models of practice and training resources. This is particularly pertinent if 
models are transferable to enabling good practice with Fijian communities, both in 
Fiji and abroad. 
Another consistency between existing Pacific Islander constructions of social 
work and the experiences of social workers in Fiji are the interpretations of good 
practice. This may reflect a similarity in the value basis of many Pacific Island 
cultural groups, including the role of family, the significance of language, and 
engagement in protocols that affirm belonging and uphold interpersonal relationships 
(Mafile’o & Vakalahi, 2018; Family and Community Services, 2014), although it is 
not the intention of this thesis to argue for a standardised ‘Pacific’ social work model 
that may seek to homogenise diverse Pacific Island groups. As regularly asserted by 
Pacific writers, promoting hegemony seeks to devalue and undermine the diverse 
cultural makeup of the Pacific region (e.g., Varani-Norton, 2017; Moceituba, 2015; 
Mafile’o & Walsh-Tapiata, 2007). It may also inadvertently perpetuate dominant 
The challenge with defining social work in Fiji 
202 
discourse rather than provide opportunity for groups within the Pacific to contribute 
to discussions regarding well-being and cultural identity. The consistency across, 
amongst, and between Pacific Island nations does, however, provide strong evidence 
for an alternative to Western-centric models of social work practice. 
Within Western contexts, many social workers today engage in direct 
practice, working with individuals and their families, and treating the personal 
problems of their clients (McDonald, 2006). This reflects the dominance of a 
remedial orientation within the Western social work profession and the widespread 
use of psychological behavioural and treatment theories (Midgley, 2001; Morley et 
al., 2019; Lavalette & Ferguson, 2007). We have also witnessed the increasing 
domination of many areas of practice and welfare service delivery by market forces 
and ideologies, whether in the form of institutionalised competition, the dominance 
of case-management approaches, or the growth of social work as a profession to 
‘manage’ poverty and anti-social behaviour (Morley et al., 2019; Burkett & 
McDonald, 2005). In answering the key research question of how good social work 
is enacted in Fiji, I consider an alternative to neo-liberal models that populate 
Western fields of practice. Rather than a focus on the case-management, needs 
‘assessments’, outcomes, and crisis ‘interventions’ that dominate establishment 
social work (Morley el at, 2019), Fijian understandings of good social work prioritise 
cultural knowledge, are responsive to community, and are underpinned by a 
relational focus to practice. These constructions of good social work offer an 
alternative to the outcome-focused prerogative that dominates much of the Western 
neo-liberal agenda, as explored in further detail in chapter 7. 
Sikeli, a male social worker from Suva, summates the differences between 
‘Western’ social work and social work ‘Fiji style’: 
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You know, with assessment – conducting assessment, or techniques where 
there are a lot of questions involved – well, this is something that I found very 
hard with clients over here in Fiji. I mean, not hard, but just rude. It’s very 
rude just to be straight up – you know, [to] take five minutes to have rapport 
building before you go straight to slamming into questions. So, I feel I really 
need to integrate my Fijian lifestyle. be laid back – you know, really get to 
know the person, [and] the person getting to know you. 
 
The process of getting to know one another and taking time to build 
relationship highlights the relational focus of social work in Fiji. Again, this is 
reflected in understandings of good practice in Fiji that focus on cultural knowledge, 
reciprocity, and a fluid construct of relationship. These were again seen as divergent 
to Western constructs of social work. 
We have our own way of doing social work, like our own collective way, our 
own cultural collective way of doing things. And those rigid [Western] 
processes, those procedures that get put in place – I don’t think it really 
becomes effective in Fiji. (Arti) 
 
Despite the differences in Fijian and more ‘Western’ interpretations of social 
work, chapter 8 eludes to an underlining continuity within social work that may 
transcend national boundaries through an espoused commitment to human rights. 
The attracting of human rights within social work has remained strong throughout 
debates regarding the potential universalising effects of international social work 
(Ife, 2016, 2014). By positioning themselves within a human rights framework, 
social workers can avoid the connotations of therapist, clinical or ‘case manager’, 
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and pursue the potential for more transformative practice (Ife, 2016). However, the 
divergence in how human rights themselves are constructed, interpreted, and enacted 
within Fiji presents a future opportunity for thesis research in itself. 
 
What do we mean by rights and respect? 
The term respect within this study was used to express diverse and at times 
competing ideological positions from Fijian social workers. One the one hand, 
respect for persons was frequently cited as a core social work value for practitioners, 
particularly in the context of human rights; for example, when Saini reflects on what 
enables good practice: 
I think what I’ve learned is to respect the client – the human dignity is 
important. So, I think I was trying to move away from labelling, just to give 
them that respect. (Saini) 
 
Or: 
The approach that I take when it deals with social work is human rights – 
everybody needs to be equal. But you need to realise that not everyone is at 
the same level, say, economically and so forth. Even though we know that, in 
human rights, everyone is equal, we need to understand that people are not 
equal socially and economically and all the different ranks that we have. So, 
social work is about trying to raise up the level where people are to be equal. 
(Sairusi) 
 
In both of these narratives, there is strong discourse surrounding equality, 
social justice, and inherent dignity of persons similarly reflective in human rights 
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principles and encapsulated within international social work codes of ethics 
(Reichert, 2015). Nani, a residential disability worker in Suva, talks about respect for 
persons in the context of her role working with disabled young women and 
supporting their rights to self-determination. 
You can understand what the hostel life is like – the matron says something 
and everybody gets to do it and there are no questions. Now, they are 18-
year-old women, and they are adults, and they are beginning to make up their 
own mind. And for me it was important to understand that human level, their 
rights, and ignoring their disability label. For some time I was accused for 
not doing my job, but at the same time I had to respect their rights to make 
choices for themselves – respect their rights to make a mistake in life. And 
that was one of the challenges I faced in social work. (Nani) 
 
Nani also highlights the tension between herself and other colleagues with 
regards to interpreting respect in this context as enabling individual rights to self-
determination. This highlights a dichotomy that exists within understandings of good 
social work in Fiji, particularly as self-determination may be perceive as counter-
cultural to communal and/or more directive understandings of decision-making 
within Pacific Islander contexts. Similar tensions have been identified in African and 
Asian social work contexts, where human rights were seen as by-products of Western 
modernisation and incongruent with the local cultural landscape (Ugiagbe, 2015; 
Ling, 2007; Yu, 2018). These tensions have also been touched upon in chapter 5, 
where participants talk about broader social tensions regarding ‘modernisation’ and 
Western influence in the greater Fijian context, not necessarily specific to 
experiences of social work. 
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The phrase ‘respect’ featured heavily in descriptions of both Fijian cultural 
values and vaka viti [‘the Fijian way’] as articulated in chapters 4 and 5. The term 
‘respect’ was also considered as a component of good social work (see chapter 8). 
Although not necessarily competing with human rights discourse, but certainly 
starting from a different epistemological basis, the term ‘respect’ was also used by 
practitioners to denote familiarity with and adherence to cultural protocol and 
processes. 
The most important thing for good social work is to have respect – respect 
our Fijian way of life. (Rusi) 
 
Similarly: 
 [Good social work] would include respect for cultural protocols. (Joe) 
 
When writing about respect in the Samoan social work context, Gabbard 
(2014) suggests that the processes involved in demonstrating respect (such as 
listening and obeying elders, providing offerings of food as an act of reciprocity) 
promotes homeostasis and a sense of communal balance. In this context, respect also 
links to broader constructs within fa’a Samoa that protect traditional mechanisms of 
social support and care. This was reiterated by Mulitalo-Luata (2000), who asserts 
that Samoan culture is built upon a basis of respect (fa’aaloalo). Fa’a Samoa 
includes not only traditions and customs but also the social ethics and protocols of 
day-to-day activities. Lesa (2009) also suggests that fa’a Samoa needs to be 
promoted and protected from outside influence as the preferred ideal. 
Similarly enacted in Tongan social work contexts, Lee (2003) found that the 
majority of Tongans identified respect as the core of anga fakatonga (the Tongan 
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way). Thus, listening and obeying elders and demonstrating compliance to cultural 
norms becomes vital in Tongan contexts for preserving cultural knowledge from one 
generation to another (Hafoka, ‘Ulu’ave & Hafoka, 2014). Thus noncompliance with 
Tongan values and traditional practices is seen as disrespectful and may result in 
physical punishment as a means to ensure observance of anga fakatonga (Hansen, 
2004). This raises challenges for social workers, both local and international, when 
espousing a human rights position. On the one hand, drawing from cultural 
frameworks as the starting point for practice is in line with human rights 
understandings that supports cultural relativism. On the other hand, cultural practices 
to privilege certain voices or exclude others from decision-making processes may be 
counter to some who advocate that social work should enact human rights principles 
by challenging structures of hierarchy and oppression. 
Social workers of all ages, genders, and locations spoke of the tensions of 
enacting a human rights agenda within a patriarchal and communal cultural 
backdrop. Constructs of respect within vaka viti that require obedience to those in 
authority posed challenges for social workers with promoting women’s rights or the 
rights of children. Alesi, a woman working within Child Safety in the Northern 
Division, describes how she finds it challenging to draw from a Child Rights 
framework that seems counter to Fijian values regarding respect. 
You know, in the CRC, Convention on the Right of the Child, there's one issue 
there that says corporal punishment – hitting – is bad. It’s a big thing here in 
the Northern Division and social welfare – we really have to be active in 
giving awareness because there comes a stage where the children talk back 
to the teachers. The children, they don’t want to go to school. They just say, 
‘This is my right’. They’ve misinterpreted the rights for a child. And then 
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when they are hit by their parents, they report it. So we have to come in – and 
I’m just being honest here – we come and share that the Bible says when you 
spare the rod, you spoil the child. This is one favourite verse that's been used 
around here in Fiji. And if you don’t hit them or punish them like that, this is 
what's going to happen – they won’t listen and go to school. I’ve come across 
that. Sometimes I really don’t know how to say – especially when they throw 
it to your face, the Bible verse says this – but in our culture, Fijian culture, 
when you ensure not to disrespect the elders, no one can question the elder 
when he hits the child. Sometimes I’m torn there and I’m the welfare officer 
professional – I know it's not allowed. It’s in the act, in the international law, 
that says you cannot hit a child. I’m so confused. I say to myself ‘What should 
I do here?’ And I, myself, am talking to elders, grandmothers, grandfathers. 
Then they talk back at you and say ‘What tribe do you come fro? Who are 
you to tell me that I can or can’t do something?’ It is a clash with my Fijian 
values and these rights. I’ve to be very careful. (Alesi) 
 
Temo, a young male working within a faith-based organisation in Labasa also 
talked of tensions between perceived cultural values and constructs of women’s and 
children’s rights. 
Sometimes there has been a clash with cultural values due to the rights that 
people have now. There are additional policies that have come into place 
there, and then there are the traditional structural roles that they have in the 
villages. Like the children's rights, women's rights clashes with the protocol 
of the village settings because they have their village rules, but then we 
working towards the bigger laws that sort of like what constitutes the law of 
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the nation which everybody needs to abide by, but then you have these little 
laws here and there that sort of says no to this and then we have to say yes to 
this. You know, these are the few of the challenges. Like, for example, the 
children's rights, the women's rights, but then, the men are asking, ‘Where's 
our rights?’ (Temo) 
 
Temo insinuates that rights are a new thing and that they have been 
influenced from the top down at a national policy level that is at odds with those in 
the village. Jeremiah, another male working within a faith-based organisation, also 
shared the tensions between human rights and cultural beliefs and similarly eludes 
that these concepts are ‘new’ to Fiji: 
Sometimes my social work values clash with my cultural beliefs, especially in 
the village when we go out into the community. Especially on how you 
discipline the child, because of what they say that you have to discipline the 
child, because what you are telling them from social work is different from 
what they believe…because in Fiji, before, even the teachers in school, they 
used to discipline the children like that, and it’s really so common in Fiji. 
And there is new things coming in the rights, the new rights that are coming 
up now. That makes us see that there are ways in which we can work together 
with the children, new ways they can get prepared for the future. And it’s not 
easy. ’Cause this change is just coming, for us to impart it to the community, 
and it will take time for them to hold on to the change and then move with it. 
Because I think that in Fiji that is all of us, that is the way we brought up. 
Once somebody wrong, that is what is done, the stick. Even in schools, 
everybody get it from the head teacher, or the class teacher ’cause that is 
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how we have been dealt with when we are kids. But when all these rights are 
coming, it’s really now, it’s changing, it’s kind of a new thing to us. So even 
me, it helps me to use this to my kids, not beating them – it won’t help them; it 
will just make them more worse. So now it’s, like, encouraging for us to 
practice human rights, and these things are being encouraged because of 
what has been happening in Fiji. Things here are very regressed. (Jeremiah) 
 
Within the Fijian context, it has long been articulated that a custom of respect 
is the cornerstone of mutual understanding and should thus be nurtured (Veibitu, 
1975; Rokosoi, 1977; Nation, 1978; Ravuvu, 1983). This includes respecting elders 
and those in positions of authority, as well as continuing to promote cultural 
traditions (Ravuvu, 1983). However, participant commentary suggests that external 
influences such as international law and government policies bring with them ‘new’ 
understandings of rights that may be at odds with the goal of preserving cultural 
traditions. Curiously, many of the articulated cultural Fijian beliefs regarding women 
and children’s rights were discussed in the context of Christianity or Biblical 
references. I highlight this as curious, as Christianity itself, although now widely 
adopted and practised across Fiji, is symbolic of a set of ideological beliefs 
introduced by white Western missionaries. This may highlight a history of Fijian 
traditional practices being appropriated by Western agendas, particularly when we 
reflect on Jeremiah’s final statement about things needing to change because Fiji is 
‘regressed’. This, again, taps into the ‘white is right’ sentiment outlined in chapter 5 
and the subversive impacts of colonialism that render a belief, even amongst Fijians, 
that Pacific knowledge is somehow ‘backwards’ or less valid than modern Western 
ideological thought (Thaman, 2003, 2013). Again, social work needs to take heed of 
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this historical phenomenon so as not to inadvertently advance a neo-colonialist 
agenda under the guise of human rights and development. 
The tensions talked about by participants do, however, show that there is 
resistance from Fijian communities with regards to uncritically accepting foreign 
ideas and letting go of strong cultural identity and customs. Social workers in Fiji are 
attempting to navigate these spaces, suggesting that despite tensions about rights as a 
foreign concept, social workers are aware of the danger of using cultural relativism 
to excuse behaviours that may continue to cause harm or disadvantage members of 
society. In this regard, merely viewing constructs of human rights in either/or-type 
constructs of universalism or relativism fails to acknowledge the nuance of context 
and the need for counter-colonial efforts in this space (Ife & Tascon, 2016). It also 
fails to recognise the debates within Fiji and amongst Fijians by defining Fijian 
cultural characteristics in homogenous terms, further polarising community into 
binary, either/or, modern/traditional, Pacific/Western constructs that shut down 
opportunities for dialogue and collaboration (Mafile’o & Vakalahi, 2018). Such 
binaries continue to privilege Western constructs of rights and render Pacific Island 
nations as deficit and needing to change. 
 
Drawing on cultural metaphor as a construct of rights 
Although often attributed as a Western modernist construction, Briskman 
(2014) suggests that human rights have long been present in all religions and 
cultures, although the term ‘human rights’ may not be explicitly used to frame these 
understandings. Despite descriptions throughout this thesis of the changing cultural 
landscape in Fiji (chapters 4 and 5) and a clear emergence of both human rights 
discourse and a professionalising agenda in social work (chapters 6–8), to assume a 
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lack of human rights understanding in the millennia preceding rapid globalisation 
may further reinforce the idea of Fiji as being ‘backwards’ or primitive in its 
treatment of people. Plus, as Joe fairly asserts: 
Violence against women and children is not just an issue for Fiji; it affects 
your countries, like Australia, New Zealand, the US. It’s just that you have 
the resources and stuff to deal with it. (Joe) 
 
Indeed, a long and strong tradition of social care and ecological justice is 
enshrined within the cultural starting point of vaka viti (the Fijian way) as a way of 
promoting social cohesion and a strong sense of well-being through collective 
identity (Nabobo-Baba, 2006). Ideas of well-being and understandings of personhood 
are central components of what it is to enact or uphold a sense of humanity. 
Humanity, Ife and Tascon (2016) assert, is the starting block for understanding 
diverse cultural constructs of human rights. 
Rather than being a Western imposition, social workers in Fiji engage with a 
construction of human rights that interrelates with cultural beliefs regarding the 
centrality of family, interpersonal relationships, and a communal approach to well-
being. Nani, a social worker from Suva, reflects on the tensions between (Western) 
individualised understandings of what rights are and the more communal point of 
reference for Fijian communities. Rather than separating rights as an individual 
entitlement, Nani reinforces vaka viti epistemologies in that the individual self 
cannot be separated from the greater whole. As such, if the individual suffers, the 
whole community also suffers. 
When I’m doing social work – I think, right from the beginning, the issue of 
rights has always been in my mind. But I never question that until I got to a 
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stage where I believe I should have justification for what I am saying – not so 
much justification but an understanding of what I am saying to the people if 
they say, ‘What do you mean by human rights?’ You know? ‘Why should we 
have human rights when we are a communal society?’ Now how do you 
explain that to the people? Because human rights is for the individual, and 
for us as a community, it is always communal rights So, how would you 
explain that? I start to look at the individual within the community, and if that 
individual is unhappy, will the family be happy still? No, the family will be 
unhappy too, so when one is not happy, the family will not be happy. And 
we’ll go out into the community and we’ll keep on working like that so, it is 
important for us to see human rights also as part of our life here in Fiji. 
(Nani) 
 
Again, in rebuke of the position that human rights are a foreign construct, 
Peci talks about her experiences of gender-based violence as being counter to Fijian 
cultural values that historically seek to value women. 
Some places today, they think that a woman should listen to the husband, full-
stop. And yet she gets beaten up and then when people say ‘Why?’ 
‘Well she didn’t do this.’ 
‘Oh, okay, she deserves it”.  
You know. But it’s not culture. It’s not our culture, because women – if you 
look back on the history of Fiji, women were quite important part. Even the 
process, even our tradition, our cultural practices show it. A woman gives 
birth, she’s looked after for 10 days, she’s not allowed to do anything – we 
look after her, you know? And the whole protocol of wedding and all of that – 
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she is placed quite in front, and when her children are born, their children, 
her children has a lot of importance in the village where she comes from. So, 
there’s a lot of those rights, you know. And women in the olden days, during 
the skirmish – I mean, men used to just go off and join skirmishes and you 
know it was actually the women who were the mainstay of villages. Some 
people might call it legends, some people call it stories, but where my mother 
comes from, in Bau, women have always had quite an importance there. 
(Peci) 
 
Another social worker, an older male from Labasa, also suggests that human 
rights have a place within communal constructs of well-being in Fiji, as it is the 
whole community that takes on responsibility for raising the child. He also integrates 
human rights into his understandings of Biblical teachings, again intimating that 
social workers in Fiji construct an understanding of human rights consistent with 
their own worldviews. 
For me, the rights is good because the rights are there to protect the children. 
If there is no rights, then the children will suffer. But it goes with 
responsibilities. The responsibility is there: first, the parents, and the 
community and the society, the religious group, to bring up this child. 
Because most of the children – they, even their parents, they don’t know their 
rights. As soon as there comes rights, the parents will say ‘What is their 
right? He was just born today. What right does he have?’ So I say ‘The rights 
are there to protect them.’ Okay, this means the children must go to school. 
When the children are sick, take them to the hospital. Every meal, you should 
provide. Your role there is to protect your children. Your role is to look after 
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your children.’ And also, you got a role there – the parents. The parents have 
a role to play. Then the parents say ‘Oh, is it like that?’ Before we conduct 
this workshop, the first thing I do, I explain to them what are the rights of the 
child. Fifty-four articles, in Fijian. I’m able to explain it in Fijian to them, in 
the Fijian community. Articles 1 to articles 54. So, after that, I conduct this 
training. And they say ‘Oh yeah, now I know the rights’.  
Also, when I went to the school children and sit down with them, I say 
‘Children, the rights here are to protect you. You don’t have to go to your 
father and demand “Father, you give me this’ or you swear at your father – 
no. No, that is not right. You must obey your parents. That’s what I always 
told the children: You must obey your parents. And if you obey your parents, 
God will bless us. So, go back to the Bible. (Sai) 
 
In Peci’s story, she talks of the long historical presence of rights in the form 
of valuing women and children and including them in models of decision-making. 
She also talks of Fijian legends that may indicate a traditional Fijian understanding of 
rights that pre-dates colonisation. Conversely, Sai offers an interpretation of rights 
that amalgamates with imported Biblical concepts that remain a key contributor to 
Fijian cultural discourse. In either event, both workers debunk the myth that rights 
are counter to Fijian cultural values and practices. They also offer an understanding 
of human rights that challenge dominant neo-liberal constructs of rights as being 
inherently individual. 
Ife and Tascon (2016) argue that as human rights inevitably imply human 
responsibilities, it is impossible for human rights to be realised without a broader 
society and community to support, promote, and protect those responsibilities. This 
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has strong alignment with both Sai’s explanations of rights involving community 
responsibility and Vaka Viti worldviews that ensure the collective takes 
responsibility for ensuring the well-being of all members. As such, human rights are 
collective and require collective action if they are to be realised in Fijian social work. 
In this space, Fijian constructions of human rights may offer a valuable contribution 
to international discussions regarding human rights and social work. This is 
particularly pertinent as we seek to challenge dominant Western constructions of 
rights and prioritise de-colonisation within international social work research and 
practice. 
Building on the opportunity offered within Fiji to contribute to an alternative 
human rights discourse, Sai presents an understanding of human rights as 
encapsulated within the Fijian values of laloma (love), vegaravi (service), and 
communal understandings of social care and well-being. 
You know, these rights are supposed to exist in hundreds of countries 
overseas, yet they don’t include these rights. But, you know, in Fijian 
communities, in Fijian communities, love is there already. When this one got 
no food, we take the food there. If someone is carrying a heavy load, ‘Hey. 
Please, I can help you’. Even inside the bus, if I see one old man coming, I 
stand up. ‘Come sit here.’ I’m proud of being a Fijian in a community. We 
always look after each other. That’s why in Fijian communities, love is there. 
 
In chapter 8, the concepts of love and service are described as key to enabling 
good practice in Fiji. This reaffirms the significance of ‘having the heart’ and ‘love’ 
in Pacific cultural values that affirm collective well-being and further align with 
understandings of good practice as articulated in Samoan and Tongan metaphors of 
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social work (Multitalo-Lauta, 2000; Mafile’o, 2008). Faleolo (2013) contends that 
these understandings can be translated into local theorising for the expansion of 
culturally responsive models of practice and skill development. The focus on ‘love’ 
and ‘having the heart’ could also promote the use of metaphor as a powerful 
framework for not only developing understandings of social work but also Pacific 
theorising on human rights. Such opportunities for re-theorising social work and 
human rights may offer new insights into ongoing debates regarding universality 
versus cultural relativism. It is hoped that this thesis may contribute a drop in the 




As the impetus to embrace Western models of social work continues to be 
documented in developing nations, there is a very real threat of localised knowledge 
and approaches to social care being overthrown in the name of progress (Varani-
Norton, 2017; Payne & Askeland, 2008). If social work is to be genuine in 
commitments to end neo-colonialism within international constructs of practice, we 
must deliberately engage in efforts that support de-colonisation. This thesis has 
embraced these issues by using Fijian paradigms to present local understandings of 
social work. Rather than reducing social work to a summation of skills and tasks, this 
research attempts to showcase Fijian understandings of social work as representative 
of roles and responsibilities, values, and a sense of purpose. Such local 
reconsideration of the purpose of social work in Fiji is meaningful, given the 
contested nature of social work definitions, and may help to decide if universal 
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definitions of social work are indeed possible, by virtue of a shared sense of values 
and mission. 
In highlighting the disputed nature of social work in Fiji, this chapter suggests 
that the descriptions of social work in Fiji have strong connotations to neo-liberal and 
managerial constructs of social problems. This could reflect globalisation movements 
and what Dominelli (2010, 2004) views as the dominance of free market ideology 
that encapsulates globalised communities. The unfortunate consequence of this neo-
liberal ideology is that such market practices favour the West and continue to 
marginalise and oppress developing nations (Ferguson, et al., 2005; Burkett & 
McDonald, 2005). Unlike the increasingly remedial, individualised, and bio-medical 
approaches to social work in Western neo-liberal economies (Morley et al., 2019), 
social workers in Pacific Island contexts remain committed to promoting family and 
communal well-being (Child, Youth & Family Services, 2015). Furthermore, 
criticism has been mounting towards this individualised, therapeutic focus which 
may not only be unsuitable for non-Western and collective cultures but also for 
Western cultures (Ugiagbe, 2015; Boder, 2011; Ling, 2007). This individualised 
focus also fails to address the underlying problems of poverty, unemployment, 
gender inequality, domestic violence, and ill-health (Lavalette & Ferguson, 2007; 
Cox & Pawar, 2006) which characterises much of the Pacific Islands. In this space, 
an approach to social work informed by human rights offers potential for addressing 
inequality and promoting social justice (Briskman, 2014). Pacific Island cultures 
such as Fiji represent exciting opportunities for how alternative conceptualisations of 
human rights and social work can be constructed and enacted, and the relationship 
between the two. It is hoped that this thesis is the starting point for further research 
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that seeks to challenge Western dominance in this space and promotes the collective 
wisdom of Pacific Island communities.
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Chapter 10: I’Tautau (Departure) 
In this study, I considered the way in which social work in Fiji is understood, 
enabled, and enacted by participants who identify as social workers. My study is 
based on the premise that social work is a socially constructed entity that differs 
according to the local and organisational context in which social work is practised 
(Payne and Askeland, 2008). Throughout the results, the contested nature of social 
work is apparent, as various voices compete in the construction of a shared 
understanding of Fijian social work. In this final chapter, I review the main aims of 
the research before offering a concise summary of the key findings. These findings 
highlight the ongoing privileging of Western agendas within social work research 
and practice, despite growing calls for localised and indigenous knowledge to be 
prioritised. Participant narratives inter-relate with i’Taukei epistemology to outline 
how knowledge is co-created and highlight the opportunity for future social work 
education and research to engage in mutual learning and collaboration. Any cross-
cultural collaborations within Fiji, and indeed the broader South Pacific region, must 
maintain a commitment to de-colonising social work by actively naming privilege 
and acknowledging the legitimacy of cultural knowledge and indigenous theorising. 
This ultimately highlights the relational focus of social work in Fiji and suggests that 
Fijian social work practice can only be understood, enacted, and enabled by engaging 
with relational ways of knowing, being, and doing. 
In this final chapter, I also consider the limitations of this research by virtue 
of my role as a kai valangi ‘outsider’ and formally offer my thanks to the Fijian 
vanua and community who have generously facilitated my every step of this thesis 
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journey. In Fijian vanua and talanoa research methodology, there is no end point or 
conclusion, as the research relationship is one of continuous engagement with people 
(Nabobo-Baba, 2008). In vaka viti, it is customary to present a bundle of yaqona 
(kava) as part of the i tatau (departure) process. This symbolises the Fijian belief that 
once relationships are established, they represent life-long connections, links that 
need to be nurtured, cared for, and honoured (Nabobo-Baba, 2006). In the Fijian 
research context, i tatau (departure) is not closure as such, as people expect that a 
relationship, once forged, will continue from then on (Nabobo-Baba, 2008, p. 147). It 
is similarly intended for this thesis to represent one smaller part of an ongoing 
research journey and commitment to de-colonising social work practice in the Pacific 
Islands. 
 
Wa cava? The ‘so what?’ question 
Debate exists as to whether there can be a unifying stance on the role and 
purpose of social work in both local and globalised practice arenas (Nikku, 2015; 
Gray et al., 2013; Grey, 2005; Bennett, Green, Gilbert & Bessarab, 2013; Noble, 
2004, 2013; Hawkins & Knox, 2014). Generally, attempts to unite social workers 
internationally are formed on the ideological position that human rights and social 
justice are at the core of any social work agenda (Healy, 2012; Gray & Fook, 2004). 
However, claims that social work has a universal value base are generally rooted in 
Western philosophical positioning and reflect the privileging of Western thought in 
the development of social work research, text, curricula, and teaching practices 
(Bennett et al., 2013; Dominelli, 2014; Brydon, 2012; Faleolo, 2013; Ugiagbe, 
2015). Fiji’s colonial history, a heavy dependence on foreign aid, and the influence 
of globalisation further contribute to an environment where Western models of social 
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work may supersede or drown out efforts to consider non-Western ideas of practice 
(Ravulo, 2017). In response to this, I argue for the development of a culturally 
informed framework of Fijian social work practice by considering the grand tour 
question: “How is social work understood, enacted, and enabled in Fiji?” 
In recognition of the contested nature of social work and what may represent 
a colonialist approach of imposing a predefined interpretation of practice, 
participants in this study all self-identified as social workers. These participant 
narratives were collected during 42 individual interviews of social workers based in 
Fiji’s Western, Central, and Northern Divisions. In addition, both audio and visual 
representations of participant experiences were collected during talanoa groups held on 
Fiji’s two main islands, Viti Levu and Vanua Levu. The study positioned Fijian 
approaches to information sharing and knowledge construction alongside Western 
qualitative methods. In melding both traditions, the research design and analysis are 
deeply rooted in social constructionist, critical, and de-colonising theories. Chapter 3 
provides a comprehensive examination of the research design and implementation. 
Chapters 4 through 6 detail the context in which social work practice is enacted in Fiji 
and are summarised below. 
 
The Fijian practice landscape 
An important component of this study was positioning the research within a 
socio-cultural landscape in which research participants engage in the practice of social 
work. The socio-cultural landscape was examined in chapters 4 and 5 and 
highlighted some key aspects of social structure and functioning as Fiji grapples with 
the onset of globalisation and change. Core features of Fijian society, as described by 
participants, include constructions of Fijian culture that are relationally driven, with 
both personal and collective identity assembled in relation to others. Understanding 
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who others are in relationship to the vanua allows Fijian participants to position 
themselves and have a sense of how to engage with the community and the 
behavioural norms associated with relationships and patterns of social hierarchy. The 
focus on relationship as a core element of Fijian social and personal identity is a 
theme that also transcends into Fijian understandings of social work. This is in stark 
contrast to Western neo-liberal contexts that prioritise the individual (Morley et al., 
2019). Within the Fijian context, the imperative is to build effective relationships 
with family (kinship) and community, even when attempting to enact change on an 
individual level. This alternative understanding of what it means to practice from a 
‘holistic’ framework contributes to knowledge about effective social work in diverse 
international practice arenas (Ingram, 2013). 
Chapters 4 and 5 also show Fiji as a place of dichotomy. For example, 
traditional villages for some were construed as the Fijian ideal, including beliefs 
about communalism and a shared sense of social care. In direct contrast, to other 
participants, village life represented a stifling of creativity and diversity and a place 
where change was not embraced or encouraged. Urban areas tended to be associated 
with modernisation and a greater acceptance of ethnic, cultural, religious, and 
political diversity. However, city living also linked with a breakdown of traditional 
value systems and was seen as less safe than village living. The narratives regarding 
the Fijian practice context also show that nation as being in a state of flux, as 
globalisation brings with it increased access to mobile technologies and exposure to 
new ideas and value systems. Some members of the Fijian community who express 
concern for a devaluing of traditional Fijian belief systems are resistant to social 
change. Other participants describe social change as linking to a human rights 
agenda, particularly with regards to the rights of women, PLHIV, and those with 
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disabilities. These changes to the Fijian cultural context and diversity of participant 
views reinforce the notion of culture as fluid, rather than stagnant, and further iterate 
the error of viewing Fijian social workers as a homogenous cultural and professional 
grouping. 
The changing cultural landscape and competing narratives with regards to 
how Fiji society is (or should be) has a correlating storyline for participant 
understandings of social work. In chapter 6, the tensions between social work being 
culturally innate to Fijians as part of the cultural values of lalamo (love) and vegaravi 
(service) were weighed against participants who sought more professionalised and 
formal understandings of social work. Similar debates as to whether social work 
should be seen as an informal or helping profession or a deliberate process of 
professionalising also continue in social work contexts globally (e.g., Morales, 2010; 
McDonald, 2006; Ling, 2007; Payne & Askeland, 2008). Within Fiji, the 
professionalisation movement has seen the establishment of a Bachelor of Social 
Work programme at the University of the South Pacific, with many other social 
workers obtaining qualifications from overseas Western universities. This further 
adds to tensions about who can rightfully consider themselves a social worker and 
the role of a professional association in this space. In essence, this thesis research is a 
microcosm of international debates within social work and showcases Fiji as a novel 
and unique context in which to observe changing constructions of good practice. 
Initially, this thesis had attempted to contribute to these discussions by 
compiling participant interviews to develop a definition of social work to be adopted 
by the Fiji Association of Social and Community Workers. However, since engaging 
in this thesis journey and learning of the privileged nature of Western 
professionalised ideas, I worry that professionalisation agendas may inadvertently 
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preference the views of the more formally educated and mobilised elite. I do, 
however, note a heavy emphasis placed on tacit knowledge and localised way of 
being, knowing, and doing throughout the participant cohort. This further highlights 
the importance of utilising Fijian epistemology and worldviews in understandings of 
good social work practice. 
 
Constructions of good social work 
The term ‘good’ has been used as deliberate point of examination, as 
conceptions of good are invariably linked to understandings of right and wrong and 
stem from a fundamental value basis. Presenting narratives of good practice 
encourages an authentic expression of ethical social work to emerge and highlights 
key values inherent in Fijian understanding of social work. In answering the key 
research question  of how good social work is understood, enacted, and enabled in 
Fiji, chapter 7 revealed an approach to social work practice that is focused on 
engagement and reasserting the relational focus of good social work in Fiji. The 
competing views with regards to how Fijian society should be structured and best 
positioned to respond to social care needs translates to a divergence in the ultimate 
role and purpose of social work. Despite the diverse practice locations, educational 
backgrounds, and organisation positioning of social workers in this study, consistent 
themes emerged to inform three key elements that are considered central to good 
social work. Participants revealed that good social work in Fiji is: 1) culturally 
informed; 2) has a focus on building and nurturing relationships; and 3) is responsive 
to changing cultural and community experiences. 
Interestingly, many of the good practice principles promoted for work with 
Pacific communities as outlined by the Pacific Island Community and Social 
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Workers Association in 1986 ring true for Fijian social work practice today. This 
includes the importance of cultural protocol and the significance of kinship within 
decision-making processes. However, the dominance of Western imperialism within 
social work education and international professionalisation efforts have also 
remained strong over the past 30 years (Faleolo, 2013; Bennett et al., 2013; Ugiagbe, 
2015; Dominelli, 2014; Grey, 2005). Samoan academic Moses Faleolo (2013) argues 
that unless culturally specific knowledge is prioritised within social work, efforts for 
cultural responsiveness remains hampered. Mafile’o and Vakalahi (2018) further 
maintain that only through the fostering of indigenous approaches to practice can 
more sustainable social well-being be achieved within the Pacific Islands. This thesis 
expands and contributes to existing understandings of good social work practice in 
Pacific Island contexts. Findings of this study highlight the need to continue to 
develop of Pacific models of practice to be used in mainstream social work education 
and training. These steps are vital if social work is to move from merely espousing 
de-colonising ideology to purposefully enacting de-colonising practices within 
international social work research and theorising. 
An important, culturally appropriate facet of this research has been the use of 
metaphor to inform a set of five values inherent in Fijian social work practice. These 
were outlined in chapter 8: 1) Love and service: to ‘have the heart’; 2) Commitment: 
to ‘go the extra mile’; 3) Integrity: to ‘walk the talk’; 4) Reflexivity: to ‘be aware of 
self’; and 5) Empathy: to ‘put yourself in their shoes’. Many of these values, 
particularly that of love and service, reflect the dominance of vaka viti philosophy in 
interpretations of good practice in Fiji. Similar engagement with cultural value 
systems have been described in other Pacific Island contexts, as social workers draw 
on indigenous frameworks to conceptualise well-being (Vakalahi & Godinet, 2014; 
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Mafile’o, 2008). These consistencies across Pacific nations acknowledge the 
existence of theorising, which predominantly draws on the experiences of being a 
Pacific Islander and rejects the supposition of Western scientific rationalism as the 
starting point for research and theorising efforts. Pacific scholars argue that these 
understandings can be translated into practice models, and therefore create a 
significant teleological and culturally responsive interpretation of practice (Faleolo, 
2013). A recommendation of this research is the development of a Fijian model or 
cultural framework to inform ethical decision-making in the context of good practice. 
Any such theorising efforts would best be driven by local Fijian social workers 
nuanced in language and cultural context and as members of the Fijian community. 
This study found Fiji is at the nexus of many contemporary international 
discussions regarding the universality of social work. Debates relating to whether or 
not social work should be considered an informal helping activity or a more 
formalised professional skill set (Morales et al., 2010; Mullaly, 2007; McDonald, 
2006) represent a key tension within Fiji. Additionally, the role of cultural 
knowledge in informing practice (e.g., Bennet el al., 2013; Eketone, 2008; Va’ai & 
Nabobo-Baba, 2017; Ling, 2007; Matsuoka, Morelli & McCubbin, 2013; Crichton-
Hill, 2017; Ministry of Social Development, 2012; Faleolo, 2013) and the merits of 
an espoused value base by which social workers can build a sense of unifying 
collective identity and sense of mission (Grey, 2005; Brydon, 2011; Dominelli, 
2010a; Finn & Jacobson, 2008) showcase Fiji as a mirror for tensions at the global 
level. International social work bodies are resolute in their commitment to human 
rights, social justice, and professional integrity as providing a basis for unifying 
social work globally (IFSW, IASSW, and ICSW, 2010). Such values strike a chord 
with the positions of Fijian social workers who highlight the importance of respect 
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for human dignity and showing professional integrity, or ‘walking the talk’. This 
may offer opportunities for international theorising efforts within social work, 
particularly when framed within a construct of human rights (Reichert, 2011; Healy, 
2008b; Ife, 2008). However, as discussed in chapter 9, the nature of human rights 
remains highly contested, with an emphasis on individualised notions of rights 
further privileging dominant Western constructions of both human rights and social 
work practice globally (Ife, 2012). Future research efforts that examine Fijian 
constructs of human rights could offer insights into not only social work practice but 
other global well-being initiatives such as foreign aid, international health projects, 
and sustainable development goals. 
 
Reflections on the research process 
The study draws from post-modern interpretations of the nature of 
knowledge. Epistemologically, this thesis is grounded within a constructionist 
framework which views knowledge as socially constructed between individuals as 
they seek to understand and apply subjective meaning to their own personal lived 
experiences (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2012). This thesis also incorporates aspects of 
critical theory, which supports the position that poverty and suffering in the world is 
due to unjust and uneven structures of oppression (Carey, 2013). These may include 
formal structures such as government and education as well as sometimes less 
obvious structures of patriarchy, capitalism, and globalisation (Morley et al., 2019). 
In using both critical theory and social constructionism, this thesis undertook a de-
colonising approach. Through the incorporation of talanoa and the promotion of 
Fijian understandings and interpretations of good practice, viable alternatives to 
dominant Western paradigms of social work are presented. 
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Researching from within a social constructionist position, and drawing on 
both critical and de-colonialist ideas, I was aware of my position as both an outsider 
and insider within the research domain. I don’t believe that research can be free from 
bias, as the researcher plays a central role in determining the research questions, 
selecting the participants, deciding which findings to promote, and even selecting the 
audience to disseminate the results to (Zhao, 2012). Critical social work theory 
assisted me to be mindful of the role of power and privilege within research 
processes and facilitated an internal process of reflexivity and reflection. However, 
this process of reflection also highlighted how much of an outsider I really am. I 
expected to complete this research having gained an in-depth understanding of Fijian 
social work practice. However, as I progressed, I realised that there were many 
complexities and nuances of Fijian culture that I was either not aware of or had 
barely scratched the surface. I am also aware that those who indicated a willingness 
to participate in the study may also correlate to those with a greater level of social 
mobility and voice (read: power) than other groups of social workers, particularly 
those working in rural communities. I am aware that many of the things left unsaid 
may not be accurately explored, due to my limited outsider knowledge of Fijian 
culture and social protocol. 
As part of my research design, both individual conversations and group 
discussions were used to explore understandings and interpretations of good social 
work in Fiji. Individual interviews enabled me to gain an understanding of the 
organisational context and the position of social workers within the Fijian cultural 
context. Because of tabu around being seen to ‘rock the boat’, individual interviews 
(rather than group discussions) encouraged practitioners to speak freely about 
organisational constraints and practice challenges without fear of retribution from 
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senior management. Whilst there is an inherent power dynamic between any 
researcher and participant (Hill, 2012), participants were able to speak about the 
tensions between their social work practice values and traditional cultural values. 
Because of the hierarchical nature of Fiji and significance of cultural protocol, it is 
possible that a limitation of this study was that participants would not have felt as 
comfortable sharing individual experiences or challenges in a group setting, 
particularly if this was contrary to dominant discourse surrounding social care and 
well-being. Participants for the individual interviews were drawn from a variety of 
age groups, genders, and from amongst volunteer, education, and early, middle, and 
senior management career positions. Some prominent community figures and policy-
makers were amongst the individual participants interviewed. 
Although the individual interviews enabled me to gather an in-depth picture 
of the organisational settings in which social workers are engaged in and the nature 
of the tasks and duties considered ‘social work’, I was mindful that individual and 
one-on-one conversations were contrary to many of the traditional information 
transfer and decision-making processes in Fiji. Using this Western approach to the 
collection of data was a limitation within the Fijian setting. Due to the power of 
collective narrative and shared meaning-making in the Pacific Island context, the 
process of individual interviews may have led to only partial understandings of 
concepts being explored by participants. A novel approach used to mitigate this 
limitation was the use of talanoa, a Fijian process of co-creating knowledge through 
discussion and sharing. Vaka and colleagues (2016, p. 543) suggest that talanoa ‘is 
able to open up the dialogue to construct quality research evidence to ultimately 
support the development of practice, which will be culturally relevant and 
appropriate and can lead to improved health-related experiences for all people in 
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society’. Because of the focus on identifying culturally appropriate solutions to local 
issues, talanoa was presented as the most appropriate method to ask the question 
‘How is good social work practice enacted and enabled in Fiji?’ The use of talanoa 
was a useful research tool to facilitate the sense of a shared identity and value base. 
Within the process of sharing individual practice identities, many stories and 
experience revealed similarities when shared by talanoa participants, which leads 
participants to construct a collective understanding of social work as a having a 
larger professional basis (Vaka et al., 2016). Whilst talanoa session participants 
spanned gender, various age groups, and organisational settings, all were formally 
employed (e.g., non-volunteers) and there was no representation from senior 
management. Talanoa offers a culturally informed approach to researching within 
Fijian communities; however, it is best incorporated with a researcher who is aware 
of Fijian cultural nuances and relationship building (Tunufa’I, 2016; Farrelly & 
Nabobo-Baba; 2014; Vaka et al., 2016). This requires commitment from researchers 
and institutions to engage with Fijian co-researchers to lead talanoa where possible, 
and allow appropriate amounts of time for researchers to develop ties and 
relationship with local community so as to facilitate a space for authentic dialogue. 
 
Further tensions and limitations 
Post-graduate studies and academic scholarship offer exciting opportunities 
for Pacific-based social work practices to be acknowledged and celebrated. While 
Pacific-informed approaches to research are best suited to the local cultural milieu 
(Ravulo, 2016; Tamasese, Peteru, Waldegrave & Bush, 2005), this can present 
challenges when attempting to engage in research for the purpose of university study. 
On the one hand, higher degree research may be seen as an intellectual pursuit of 
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luxury unsuited to the needs of local constituents, and thus limit opportunities for 
local buy-in and engagement (Finau, 1996). On the flip-side, Pacific-centric 
approaches to research design and methodology may be perceived as lacking 
‘validity’ within the constructs of formalised university education (Faleolo, 2013). 
This is particularly overt in Western settings where scientific reasoning and 
economic rationalism may supersede or drown out indigenous epistemologies that 
promote spirituality and relationship to others in the construction of self and society 
(Farrelly & Nabobo-Baba, 2014). It is within this context that I completed this 
research project.  However, I frequently reflected on the question of who benefits. 
My PhD research topic evolved in response to my experiences of living and 
working in the South Pacific Islands. I observed a tension between more traditional 
models of social care and the impetus to embrace Western models of best practice. 
This was particularly overt within colonial institutions of social care, such as 
hospitals and prison services, although seemingly less of a priority in community-
based settings. As detailed in chapter 1, I initially embarked on this journey with the 
vision to develop a Fijian definition of social work in recognition of the ambiguity 
and debate in community regarding the use of the term. Although well-intentioned in 
my efforts, attempts to define and compartmentalise social work in this manner 
further serves to promote Fiji as a singular homogenous group. Such an approach 
fails to account for diversity amongst Pacific Islander communities and reinforces the 
issues of cultural ignorance in pre-determining research agendas in Pacific contexts. 
This issue is also symptomatic of the top-down Western academic approach to 
research, where I had been required to provide the university with clear, pre-
determined research objectives rather than enabling a more collaborative and 
inductive approach to research design. Again, this highlights the privileging of 
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Western academic thought in the construction of research agendas and contributes to 
a cross-cultural research environment where I was researching on rather than with 
Fijian social workers (Farrelly & Nabobo-Baba, 2014). 
Fortunately, I was supported by my supervisory team to engage in a process 
of deliberate, critical reflection as part of a commitment to de-colonising social work 
practice and research. Although it was time consuming, the process enabled me to 
adapt the research project to better reflect the lived experiences of Fijian constituents. 
Another strength of the research design was the inclusion of a Pacific academic on 
the supervisory team. The involvement of a Fijian academic promoted the inclusion 
of a more Pacific-appropriate methodology, namely talanoa (group discussion), to 
inform the research design and emphasise the importance of engaging with cultural 
mentors in contexts of outsider–insider research. By drawing on talanoa as a method 
within Fiji-based research, I have sought to value traditional models of knowing and 
actively limit the privileging of Western epistemology as the basis for which 
knowledge is to be interpreted. 
Farrelly & Nabobo-Baba (2014) suggest that talanoa research is best carried 
out once periods of prolonged community engagement have occurred and where 
trust, mutual understanding, and respect can be established. In this context, 
researchers living within the community or who have perceived legitimate 
community ties may have the advantage of insider positioning. In my experiences of 
engaging in research for this PhD thesis, the time taken to establish meaningful 
relationships was at odds with pressures to meet deadlines and research milestones 
stipulated by the Australian University and funding sources. There was often a clash 
between the objective-orientated focus of the university and the relational-orientated 
imperative within the Fijian community. If social-work research is to be genuine in 
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its commitments to culturally responsive practices, consideration needs to be given to 
time required to establish meaningful relationships with local counterparts. Whilst 
universities and Western research institutions will ultimately have research outputs to 
strive towards, such a position encourages time-bound data collection imposed in an 
effort to meet Western notions of productivity. Again, acknowledgement needs to be 
given to the stark difference in epistemological reasoning between Western and 
Pacific Island methodologies (Ravulo, 2016). It is imperative that Pacific-focused 
research avoids processes that are inherently biased towards Western practices; thus 
the parameters for fieldwork should be met with flexibility by university ethics 
committees (Lavarack & Brown, 2003). 
 
Na vakavinavinaka (gifting/thank you) 
In reflecting on the question of who benefits in the research process, I am 
acutely aware of my incredible learning and, in many ways, immeasurable personal 
and professional growth throughout this PhD journey. The ongoing generosity and 
hospitality of the people of Fiji has been a key enabler in completing this thesis. The 
openness, warmth, and authenticity expressed by participants has encouraged me to 
reflect on my own values as a social worker and facilitated my awareness of the neo-
colonialist nature of many social-work research and project development activities. I 
have sought to question many of my assumptions regarding knowledge by observing 
and listening to cultural wisdoms that stem from a strong collective oral history and 
connection to vanua. By being warmly embraced by a community that clearly 
defined their difference to mine, but simultaneously taught me much about the 
concepts of interconnection and interdependence, I was welcomed to be a co-
contributor in this talanoa process. It is with the most sincere gratitude that I offer 
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my vote of thanks to the lewe ni vanua, the people of Fiji, for their willingness to 
walk this journey with me. It is my genuine hope that the narratives of this thesis, 
and the interwoven nature of these stories, are representative of an ongoing dynamic 
and evolving relationship between Western and Fijian ways of knowing, being, and 
doing good social work. 
Emele Varani-Norton, an i’Taukei researcher and educator, uses the metaphor 
of masi (tapa cloth) to demonstrate the interconnected nature and opportunities 
presented by indigenous and non-indigenous knowledges. Masi is a traditional Fijian 
tapestry that is woven and constantly reworked in response to environmental changes 
(Colchester, 2001). Varani-Norton (2017) suggests that using the metaphor of the 
masi cloth can be useful in understanding the combining, filtering, and screening of 
ideas for the purpose of melding sustainable living. It offers a conceptual framework 
for reconciling diverse pedagogical and epistemological positions through adopting 
‘the best of the old’ with ‘the best of the new’ (Varani-Norton, 2017, p. 142). In 
applying the masi metaphor to education, research, and practice, there is an emphasis 
on epistemological reflexivity to ensure the outcome is sustainable. Such processes 
require a commitment by researchers to self-examination through questioning 
beliefs, experiences, and interests. Crucial to this is the willingness for social work to 
acquire an attitude of reflexivity and collaboration as a symbol of ongoing 
commitment to de-colonising theory and practice. 
This thesis has sought to document Fijian understandings of social work in 
order to highlight the complexities, opportunities, and challenges when enacting and 
interpreting social work in Pacific Island and non-Western communities. This 
research has achieved its goal of better understanding the nature of localised practice 
and contribute to a growing emergence of Pacific-centric social work literature. This 
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thesis contributes to international interpretations of social work and assists in the 
development of culturally informed praxis within Pacific Island-based social work 
practice and curriculum development. While internationalising efforts offer 
opportunities and resources to enhance professional development and unity, it is vital 
that such processes provide the opportunity for collaboration and mutual learning, 
rather than the imposition of ideology and assumptions about what is considered 
good practice. By contributing to the ongoing development of social work 
conceptualisations internationally, the localised understandings of Fijian social work 
can be used within social work practice and education.
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Table 1: Interview Participant Gender 
GENDER Male Male as a 
percentage 




15 36% 27 64% 
 
Table 2: Interview Participant Overview 
ETHNICITY i’Taukei [indo] 
Fijian 
Rotuman Kavalangi Unassigned 
Number of 
Participants 
27 6 5 2 2 












22 6 14   
 
Table 3: Talanoa- Focus Group Participant Overview 
PLACE OF 
PRACTICE 




     
GENDER Male Female Male Female 
Number of 
Participants 
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Gender Age Ethnicity Location Organisation  Pseudonym  
P001 Female 43 I’taukei Suva Gov Saini 
P002 Female 50 I’taukei Suva Gov Nani 
P003 Female 27 Indo-
Fijian 
Suva NGO Josephine 
P004 Male 29 I’taukai Suva NGO Atu 
P005 Female 27 I’taukei Suva INGO Kesa 
P006 Male 30-
40 
I’taukei Suva NGO Jone 
P007 Female 24 I’taukei Suva Gov Miranda 
P008 Female 31 I’taukei Suva FBO Nanise 
P009 Male 40-
50 
I’taukei Suva/Nasese Gov Joshua 
P010 Male 38 I’taukei Suva/Nasese Gov Sione 
P011 Male 20-
30  
I’taukei Suva NGO Sikeli 
P012 Female 20-
30 
I’taukei Suva EDU  Mere 
P013 Female 46 I’tuakei Suva DSW Melba 
P014 Female 35 I’taukei Suva  Joyce 
P015 Female 24 Indo-
Fijian 





Lautoka INGO  Kirti 
P017 Female 44 i-Taukei Lautoka INGO Monika 
P018 Female 20-
25 
Rotuman Lautoka NGO Miranda 
P019 Female 31 Indo-
Fijian 
Lautoka NGO Alfrada 
P020 Female 30 kaivalangi Lautoka INGO Sally 
P021 Female 26 Samoan-
Fijian 
Suva FBO Vasemaca 
P022 Female 50+ I’taukai Suva INGO Peci 
P023 Male 47 Rotuman Suva DSW Joe 
P024 Female 35 I’taukei  Suva FBO Delai 
P025 Female  I’taukei Nadi  Siani 
P026 Male 35-
40 
I’taukei Labasa  Jioji 
P027 Female 40-
45 
I’taukei Labasa DSW Alesi 
P028 Male 35 Rotuman Labasa DSW Mele 
P029 Female 30 I’taukei Labasa DSW Bale 
P030 Female  I’taukei Labasa DSW Anna 
P031 Female 35  Labasa DSW Mary 
P032 Male 30 Rotuman Labasa Gov Jeremiah 
P033 Male  I’tuakei  Labasa FBO  Temo 
P034 Male 25 I’taukei  Labasa FBO  Vili 
P035 Male 23 Indo-
Fijian 
Labasa DSW Salesh 
P036 Male 50+ I’tuakei Labasa DSW Sai 
P037 Female 24 Rotuman Savu-Savu DSW Elenoa 










P038 Male  40 I’taukei Savu-Savu INGO Sairusi 
P039 Female 35 I’tuakei  Savu-Savu DSW Beth 
P040 Male 65 Kai-
valangi 
Suva Gov Ronald 
P041 Female 21 I’taukei Suva NGO Maraia 
P042 Female 50+ Indo-
Fijian 
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Appendix D 























The	purpose	of	 this	 research	 is	 to	develop	a	definition	of	 social	work	and	understanding	of	 social	work	practice,	 theory	and	
values	that	is	unique	and	relevant	to	the	peoples	of	Fiji.	
Are	you	looking	for	people	like	me?	

















• Culturally	 appropriate	 solutions	 to	 practice	 challenges	 may	 be	 found,	 enacted,	 reviewed,	 amended	 and	 dissipated	





• Participants	 are	provided	a	 safe	and	nurturing	environment	 to	 learn,	 grow,	participate,	 share,	 challenge,	question,	 and	
engage	with	critical	social	issues	as	they	relate	to	Fiji	and	work	with	Fiji-based	clients.	
• Participation	in	the	focus	groups	provides	an	opportunity	to	network	and	liaise	with	other	practitioners	in	the	field.		
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Appendix F 























































social	 work	 professionals	 in	 Fiji	 via	 the	 documentation	 and	 dissemination	 of	 ideas	 developed	 as	 part	 of	 the	 research	
process.	
• Participation	in	the	focus	groups	provides	an	opportunity	to	network	and	liaise	with	other	practitioners	in	the	field.		
• Opportunity	 for	 social	work	staff	and	students	 to	 link	 theoretical	knowledge	gained	via	 formal	education,	with	 the	often	
‘informal’	nature	of	social	work	practice	in	Fiji.	
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